Children’s Theatre

By Robin Edwards
UNIT OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their ability to work cohesively by creating and performing a Children’s Theatre piece.

CURRICULUM PLACEMENT:

The Children’s Theatre Unit is to be used with intermediate theatre students who have gone through a beginning theatre class.

PRIOR STUDENT EXPERIENCE:

Students should have prior knowledge of movement, voice and ensemble work.

UNIT REQUIREMENTS:

Students will create a 20-30 minute performance consisting of theme-based children’s stories and/or poems using no props or costumes.  This performance will be traveled to close-by elementary schools and performed for student audiences designated by individual elementary administration (1-3 grades, 4-6 grades, 1-6 grades) The performance should be a length that would allow the class to travel to the school, perform and return to home school within a 90-minute class period.  See the Scheduling Performances Advice handout to get performances scheduled in advance of the unit.
NATIONAL STANDARDS:
Accomplished TH:Cr2.1.HSII

b. Cooperate as a creative team to make interpretive choices for a drama/theatre work.

Accomplished TH:Cr3.1.HSII

a. Use the rehearsal process to analyze the dramatic concept and technical design elements of a devised or scripted drama/theatre work.
b. Use research and script analysis to revise physical, vocal, and physiological choices impacting the believability and relevance of a drama/ theatre work.
Accomplished TH:Pr4.1.HSII

a. Discover how unique choices shape believable and sustainable drama/ theatre work.
Accomplished TH:Pr6.1.HSII

a. Present a drama/theatre work using creative processes that shape the production for a specific audience. 

Accomplished TH:Re9.1.HSII

c. Verify how a drama/theatre work communicates for a specific purpose and audience.

MAIN CONCEPTS:

Ensemble; Creativity; Vision  
LESSONS:
LESSON 1:
Introduction to Children’s Theatre

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their ability to work together and decide upon a general CT topic by developing a theme and title for their own CT performance. 
LESSON 2: Choosing stories to complement the theme

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their understanding of the developed theme by bringing several children’s stories to the table to be considered for the performance and choosing as a class one of the stories to be the subject of a Process Drama experience.
LESSON 3: 
Process Drama

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their ability to learn through a Process Drama experience by using the previously chosen book as the basis of a Process Drama.
LESSON 4: 
Children’s Theatre Discussion/Improv work
EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their creativity by exploring specific techniques of children’s theatre.
LESSON 5: 
Creating own performances (1-2 class periods)
EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their ability to maneuver the story by putting character and action to the story line.
LESSON 6: 
Rehearsal time (2-4 class periods)
EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their focus on the CT project by directing their own story and acting in other classmate’s stories during this critical rehearsal time.
LESSON 7: 
Performance Preview (1-2 class periods)
EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:  Students will demonstrate their knowledge and creativity by performing their individual story-performances.

LESSON 8: 
Putting it together (2-4 class periods)
EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their understanding of “the big picture” by working under the teacher/director to put the individual stories into one performance. (This could include cutting whole stories, reworking transitional moments, adding other background actors into stories, etc.)

LESSON 9:
Performance

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE: Students will demonstrate their ability to perform and direct by presenting their own Children’s Theatre performance to actual children in close-by elementary schools. (Teacher’s will need to set up performances – see “Scheduling Performances” handout for teachers only; A parent performance can be set up before or after the show travels.)

Lesson #1 - Introduction to Children’s Theatre

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their ability to work together and decide upon a general CT topic by developing a theme and title for their own CT performance.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

5 or 6 white board markers or chalk

Strips of paper
HOOK:

Have students close their eyes and imagine themselves as 1st graders (6 years old.) Guide their memory with these and/or other questions:

· What was your favorite toy?

· What was your favorite activity?

· Who was your best friend?

· Watch yourself play – Allow the child in your head to freely make choices. What is your six-year-old self doing?

· Who was your hero?

· What was your favorite story?
Have students open their eyes.  Without talking out loud about their mental journey into the past, have each student come to the board and write one to three words that expresses their childhood. (5 or 6 at a time depending on how many markers are available)
STEP ONE: 

Have students look at the board.  What ideas are connected?  Circle words the students find interesting. Erase duplicating ideas.  Allow students to discuss why the items on the board are important to younger children.

STEP TWO:

Hand out five strips of paper to each student and have him/her write down three to five children’s books or stories that has come to mind or that they loved when they were young.  Have them fold the strips and place into a container as the teacher walks around the room.

STEP THREE: 
Call for two volunteers.  Have each of them choose a strip of paper.  The title of the story on the paper will be the basis of their improv character.  They are not allowed to say the name of the book or any character in it, but they must make choices based on the title.   Even if they do not know the story, the title will act as clues to their choices.  The class will then start a game of FREEZE.  When someone calls freeze, he/she will take a strip of paper using a new story title to start the next scene after they have tapped out one of the actors.
STEP FOUR:

Explain to the students that they played Freeze with titles of children’s stories to help them remember and get the ideas flowing so as a class, we can now decide on a theme/topic for our Children’s Theatre performance. Explain there must be a theme.  They can either choose an author like Dr. Seuss, Shel Silverstien, Hans Christen Andersen, or an idea, like Animal stories, Princess stories, Fairytales, etc.
Erase the board and start a new list of ideas for titles.  Tell the students some of the titles from past years titles to help them understand the type of title they need to create:  Shades of Shel Silverstein; A Fistful of Fairytales; Dr. Seuss, Out of the Hat; Red White and Seuss; Bedtime Favorites; Magic, Monsters and More; Princesses; Animal Tales; An Afternoon with Andersen (Hans Christen).

Write down all the ideas the students shout out.

STEP FIVE:

Start to narrow the list having students decide which titles should stay on the board. When there are around three titles left, have students actually vote for the favorite. Once a title has been voted on and secured, erase all other titles and write the final title in large lettering on the Board.

CLOSURE:
Explain homework assignment: Students must bring at least two children’s story books to the next class period that fits the theme.  It will be worth 20 points to have the actual books or hard copy from the internet with them.  They will get NO POINTS for just having an idea in their head; they must show the book to get the points.

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by having created an actual theme and title for the pending elementary performances.  These can be used to create advertising for the performances.
Lesson #2 – Choosing stories to complement the theme

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:
Students will demonstrate their understanding of the developed theme by bringing several children’s stories to the table to be considered for the performance.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

Additional children’s books for those students who do not do the homework

HOOK: 

Ask students to hold the storybooks they brought over their heads.  As the teacher calls student’s name, have student shout out the name of their stories. Record points for students as you see and hear the name of the books.

STEP ONE:
Go back to the board and look at the theme.  Divide the class up into smaller groups.  Have students share the stories they brought in 30-60 seconds each.  Together as a group discuss whether or not they think the story is the best fit with the theme.  Have them choose the best books that fit the theme.
STEP TWO:

Narrow the options from each group down to a total of a few stories to read out loud as a class. Discuss the character and narrator roles.  Discuss the message of each story.  

STEP THREE:

Explain to the class what Process Drama is:  Dissecting a story or play, acting out scenarios that may be indicated but not part of the story.  This process is for the actor only; it is not for an audience. 

Have the class choose one of the stories brought to class to experience as a process drama in the future.  Have each student come up with something they would like to do during the process – what are things that could be explored in this story?  Write these ideas on the board.  Later, the teacher can choose the appropriate activities to develop for the next class based on the ideas.
STEP FOUR:

Each student must choose one story that he/she will direct as part of the Children’s Theatre production.  The titles should be written down along with the director’s name.
CLOSURE:

Discuss how knowing what story they each will be responsible for will enhance the process drama experience. Each student must type his story out so he/she has a working copy to be written on, etc.. This will be worth 25 points.  This assignment will be due at the beginning of lesson 5. 
ASSESSMENT: 

Students can be assessed by having the actual books or copies of stories with them and by the input they provided for the process drama.

Lesson #3 – Process Drama 

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their ability to learn through a Process Drama experience by using the previously chosen book as the basis of a Process Drama.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

The book being used for the Process Drama.  For this example: Where the Wild Things Are.
Resource: Process Drama Tools Handout

Paper and pencils for students

HOOK:

Have students sit on floor in a circle while teacher or another student reads the chosen book

Author’s Note:  Since each year the chosen book will be different, I am using Where the Wild Things Are as an example for this Process Drama. I chose activities that fit what the students had written on the board and are established Process Drama practices.  I have included a resource handout here with other practices listed as a reference for other activities that could be used in this lesson.
STEP ONE:

Have students create, establish and explore Max’s house and yard.

STEP TWO:

Max’s mom has hidden Max’s wolf suit.  Max must find it.  (All students are Max.)

Once you have found the suit, put it on.

STEP THREE:

Get into mischief, all sorts of mischief with wolf suit.

STEP FOUR:

Everyone freeze.  Max’s mom comes in. (Played by the teacher. When the teacher is sitting she/he is Max’s mom, when standing, he/she is the teacher again.) Everyone becomes an interviewer.  Students may ask Max’s mom any question they would like.  

STEP FIVE:

Max is now in a time out in his room. Explore the bedroom. As a class create the boat that floats to the Wild Things.

STEP SIX:

Each student can choose to be Max or a Wild Thing.  Explore the Island. Dance, march, swing as Max or a wild thing.
STEP SEVEN:

Break class into two or three groups. Create a tableau of Max taming the Wild Things.  Allow each group to see the picture.  Discuss the dynamics of each. What elements of Max does each picture show?

STEP EIGHT:

Max is now tired and hungry.  Hand out paper and pencil to everyone.  Have “Max” write a letter to Mom.

STEP NINE:

Recreate the boat and come home. Max is now home.  What food did mom leave?  Everyone eat Max’s dinner. Smell, taste, eat.

CLOSURE:

Discuss with students how process drama will help them put together their stories.  Remind them there is not time to process each story, but to use the experience to help make choices.  Also, remind them process drama is only for the actor, not an audience, so don’t add process ideas into telling your story.  Stay as true to the author’s story as possible.

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by participating in the process drama experience, doing all the requirements throughout the “process.”

Lesson #4 – Children’s Theatre Discussion/Improv Work

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their creativity by exploring specific techniques of children’s theatre.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

Strips of paper with physical nouns written on each i.e. sofa, water, windmill, cart, beanstalk, chair, oven, flying shoe etc.
AUTHOR’S NOTE:

If you haven’t already begun scheduling the elementary school performances, you’ll want to follow the advice in the following handout to do so immediately to set up performances: 
HOOK:

Ask the question:  What is the difference between a play and a children’s theatre performance?  What aspects are the same?  Have the class split into two and have one group discuss the differences and the other group discuss the similarities.  Share highlights with the opposite group.
STEP ONE:

Continue the discussion moving into how the process drama experienced yesterday has helped students understand the story.

STEP TWO: 

Explain to the class that they are responsible for their own story.  Each class member must direct/block the story they have already chosen. Each student will be graded for his/her directing work, but all stories may not be chosen to be part of the actual production due to time restraints or other elements.

STEP THREE:

The most important and unique element of our Children’s Theatre productions is that we DO NOT USE PROPS OR SETS.  Everything the story needs must be created with actors bodies.  (Give examples from other shows: Little Red Hen’s oven; Jack climbing the beanstalk; Princess and the Pea’s “rolling” bed; Winken, Blinken and Nod’s flying shoe, etc. – these are personal examples; each teacher teaching this unit will have different ones.)  Also explain that “the costume” for these performances will be white tops (tee shirts with no art, polo, button, etc) and jean bottoms (jeans, shorts, skirts, overalls etc.)
STEP FOUR:

Have a volunteer come to the stage.  Have him choose one slip of paper out of the container (see materials needed) Have the student pantomime being or using the item by himself.  Then a second volunteer named “the director” will come down, using a different student from the audience as a “prop” to become what the first volunteer pantomimed and direct the action.

CONCLUSION:

Discuss how the using of bodies enhances the enjoyment of the story, how children’s minds are delighted to see the unexpected.  Encourage class to open his/her minds to come up with unique and unexpected ways of using other actors in each story. Remind students that their typed working-copies of their story are due next class period.

ASSESSMENT:
Student can be assessed by participating in predetermined activities, but true assessment will come as they create their own CT piece.

Lesson #5 – Creating own performances

(One to two class periods)

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their ability to maneuver the story by putting character and action to the story line.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

None

HOOK:

Have students hand in their typed working copy.  They will each receive 20 points.  Mix the copies up thoroughly. Choose randomly one of them.  That student will be the one who will “go” first.

STEP ONE:

Each student, in the order you pull their story copy out, will have a 1-2 minutes in front of the class to explain his story so each class member knows what it is about.

STEP TWO:

Once everyone has had a few minutes in front of the class, allow the class to mingle and “audition” for certain parts.  Set a few guidelines so one student doesn’t end up in all of the stories:  Each student can only be “lead” in two stories.  Everyone must have at least one speaking role, etc. (set the rules that work for your situation.)

CLOSURE:

Call class back to order ten minutes before bell rings.  Assess the situation.  See who still needs casting time.  Have students write their cast list and hand it in.
ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by being able to verbalize a vision for their story and having “cast” their stories with other classmates.

Lesson #6 – Rehearsal time

(Two to four class periods)

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Student will demonstrate their focus on the CT project by directing their own story and acting in other classmate’s stories during this critical rehearsal time.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

Parent signature forms so students can drive/ride with each other to performance cites.  Each district has different forms.  Check with your front office if you do not have access to these forms.  On each day of rehearsal, call for parent signature forms until all have turned them in.
HOOK:

On the board, have 15 minute sign-up slots for directors to be able to have their whole cast without conflicting with other directors/actors.  As students walk into the class room, had them a white board marker allowing first in the room, first choice of rehearsal slots.

STEP ONE:

Once everyone has signed up, make sure everyone is on the right track.  Allow students to ask any question they might have at this point. Begin each of the rehearsal days answering questions and helping solve problems the students may have.

STEP TWO:

Rehearsal time.  Make sure each student has time to work with his piece. Walk around to each group and assist if needed.

CLOSURE:

Call class to order 15 minutes before bell. Determine which students will be able to drive to performance cites.  Assign the rest of the class to always be in the exact same car every time.  Hand out parent signature forms.  Drivers will need a different form from students who are just riding.  It is worth 15 points if it is turned in next class period.  Each day it is late will knock off 3 points.

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by their participation in the rehearsal process and how they work together as co-directors and actors. And if they have turned in the proper forms appropriately.
Lesson #7 – Performance preview

(One to two class periods)

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their knowledge and creativity by performing their individual story-performances.

MATERIALS NEEDED:

None

HOOK:

Ask one student for a number between one and ten.  Ask another student to choose “up” or “down.”  Close eyes and point at the role book, then count the specific number in the chosen direction pointing at names in the role book.  That person who you land on will perform his story first.

STEP ONE:

After each performance, discuss with class what they saw, and what they heard.

STEP TWO:

Assign a grade to each performance.  Let each story know if they are a definite YES, a definite NO or a MAYBE as part of the final Children’s Theatre performance.

CLOSURE:

Discuss all the great things that happened on stage today.

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed and graded by presenting the story they directed individually and by performing in other students stories

Lesson #8 – Putting it together

(Two to four class periods)

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrated their understanding of “the big picture” by working under the teacher/director to put the individual stories into one performance.  (This could include cutting whole stories, reworking transitional moments, adding other background actors into stories etc.)
MATERIALS NEEDED:

None

HOOK:

On the board, have the order of the stories selected by the teacher to be part of the Children’s Theatre production.   Tell students to be prepared to work on each story in that order.

STEP ONE:

Have all students sit in a semi-circle in the acting space.  Have the director of the first piece stand and state the name of his/her story.  Have students run the story as they have rehearsed it.

STEP TWO:

At this point the teacher may stop and add, cut or change any part of the story to get it ready for performance.  The usual things added are interaction moments with the children, or incorporating background actors (who are on the stage all the time) into the story.

STEP THREE:

The class then goes through all stories selected in the same manner as STEP TWO.
STEP FOUR:

The director adds some type of closure to the show.

STEP FIVE:

The show is now ready to rehearse in order as many times as time will allow before the first performance
CLOSURE:

Teacher will give “notes” to students for improvement on performance

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by being flexible and learning new blocking for certain stories or being okay and adaptable when some of their ideas are cut or changed to fit with the overall performance and theme. 

Lesson #9 – Performance

(How ever many performances are scheduled)

EDUCATIONAL OBJECTIVE:

Students will demonstrate their ability to perform and direct by presenting their own Children’s Theatre performance to actual children in close-by elementary schools.  (Teachers will need to set up performances – see “Scheduling Performances” handout for teachers only)
MATERIALS NEEDED:

Performance schedule for each student

All signed parent forms for driving students

HOOK:

As students come into class, make sure everyone is dressed in white tops and jean bottoms.  Each time they perform it is worth 25 points to be in costume.  If students are not in costume, they will have to wear something from the costume closet (which could be scary!)

STEP ONE:

Call role. Make sure all drivers have address to the school where we will be performing.
STEP TWO:

Send students to designated cars.  Call school to let them know we are on our way.

STEP THREE: 

Arrive at the school.  Arrange stage/acting area.

STEP FOUR:

Perform

STEP FIVE:

Return to school

CLOSURE:

Make sure every one has returned safely.

ASSESSMENT:

Students can be assessed by their performance quality as they present the show to elementary students.  Students could also prepare an “invited audience” performance for their friends and family that is separate from the elementary school performances.
Scheduling Performances Advice
For teachers only

1. Establish a secretary that will take calls and schedule performances for you from the front office or the attendance office.

2. About two months before you would like to perform, send out letters to the principals of nearby elementary schools.

3. The letter should contain dates and times of your performances. (For example, we performed throughout the month of April on A days during 4th period.)

4. Include prices of each performance. (We charge $25.00 for one performance and $35.00 for two—a lot of elementary schools like us to perform for the lower grades separately from the higher grades.)

5. Make sure you add the phone number and the name of the secretary who will be scheduling for you.

6. If after a few weeks you still have some performance slots available, ask your secretary to call some of the schools who have not responded.  (Make sure your secretary has a copy of the letter you sent out and a list of all the schools you sent them to.)

7. When your secretary schedules, make sure she gets a contact person name and a phone number.

8. Once you are satisfied with your scheduled performances, type a master list of dates, times, schools, addresses and phone numbers.

9. Make sure each student has two copies of the master list. One for himself and one for her parents.  Parents like to come to the performances if possible and if they have the information.

10. Once you are finished with all performances, give a list of participating schools to your book keeper and have her/him bill the elementary schools for the performances. (Most usually need an invoice or receipt anyway.)

