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Introduction 
 

Aims of the series: 
 
First Steps in Drama aims: 
 
• to develop imagination and creative responses 
• to provide opportunities for careful, focused listening using a range of voices 

and a variety of styles 
• to enable children to see issues and dilemmas from a number of points of 

view 
• to build pupils' confidence in drama, gradually introducing more complex 

tasks 
• to engage pupils in drama activities involving: 
- discussion and sharing of ideas and co-operation 
- planning and enacting responses 
- presenting ideas to other members of the class 
• to provide opportunities for ‘teacher in role’ to extend pupils' vocabulary, 

speaking skills and imagination 
• to offer a flexible cross-curricular resource, meeting drama and other subject 

goals. Most units have a clear link with at least one other subject and can 
often be used to initiate activities in PSHE, citizenship, art, music, etc. 

 
School Radio series for drama in the primary school: 
 
There are three radio series that develop drama skills for different primary age-
groups. All three can make a significant contribution to skills in speaking and 
listening; they can also make a significant contribution to PSHE and Citizenship 
as well as other curriculum areas: 
 
Let’s Make a Story, for infants, uses simple movement and drama to stimulate 
creative involvement in a story, usually told by a single voice. 
First Steps in Drama, for KS2 A, offers creative drama opportunities based on 
stories that usually relate to other curriculum areas. 
Drama Workshop, for KS2 B and lower KS3, relates to other curriculum areas 
and extends skills of imagination and group co-operation. 
 
Why use radio drama? 
 
Radio drama provides carefully structured language and drama activities that 
encourage imaginative, co-operative work. It provides a rich stimulus to fully 
support teachers who are less confident in using drama and can be adapted and 
developed by those with more drama experience. 
 
It targets key areas of the National Curriculum that can be explored and 
supported by the programmes. 
 
Radio drama contributes to the requirements for English and drama in the 
National Curriculum and 5-14 Guidelines.  Pupils are ‘…given opportunities to 
participate in a wide range of drama activities, including improvisation, role-
play…’ building on their use from the earliest years of ‘…imaginative play to 
explore, order and make sense of themselves and the world around them.’ 
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Before the programme: 
 
Programmes and equipment: 

• Listen to the programme and read through these notes in advance – 
assess suitability and note areas for development or extra support. 

• Use the best equipment available – it makes a real difference to the 
children’s concentration and work. 

 
Space and time: 

• You will need a fairly large, cleared space. 
• Allow at least 40 minutes to complete the work for each programme. 

Larger groups may need longer to allow time for everyone to feed back 
and participate. The amount of time allowed for groups to show each 
other their work is a key factor in determining how long the material will 
take to complete. 

 
Preparation: 

• Pupils should dress to allow easy movement. They do not need PE kit. 
• No warm-up is necessary as the programmes build in a progressive 

development but settle the pupils in the correct groupings quietly to 
listen at the start – the notes for each programme give details of the 
activities. 

 
During the programme: 
 
Refer to the programme notes. They provide: 

• A brief synopsis of the story 
• The programme structure – the activities that will take place during the 

programme 
• Teacher guidance – ideas for teacher involvement intended to get the 

most out of the programmes 
 
In most programmes you will hear: 

• Short, dramatised scenes with a narrator – these set the scene and give 
instructions 

• Sections of background sound effects – these provide a stimulus for pupil 
activities 

• Instructions from the narrator – these tell pupils what to do and the 
groupings to work in 

• The stop signal – usually music – used to indicate either that it’s time to 
bring an activity to a close (stop the programme and focus the children to 
hear the next part of the programme) or that the programme should be 
stopped so pupils can perform an activity, often discussion or enactment, 
following the narrator’s instructions 

• Short pauses in the narration – so that pupils can get organised (switch 
off and start the programme as necessary) 
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Assessing your group’s use of the series: 
 
Speaking and listening skills: 

• How well do pupils listen to the ideas of others and contribute their own? 
• Do some pupils find it hard to talk about a situation or solution if asked? 
• Are they using new vocabulary introduced during the unit? 

 
Drama skills: 
Are pupils 

• Using their imaginations as they become part of the situation and act out 
aspects of the story? 

• Showing empathy with the characters and their situation? 
• Joining in with acting activities? All or some? 
• Able to translate the ideas that arise from discussion into drama? 
• Using the information they have gained from the programmes to 

appropriately inform their work - e.g. with regard to language? 
 
Social skills: 

• How well do pupils work together in twos, larger groups, with the whole 
class? 

• Are they able to see things from another point of view? 
 
Cross-curricular skills: 

• Are the pupils thinking in a historical or scientific way if required by a 
unit? 

• In relation to PSHE, how are they responding to the ethical dilemmas 
posed in many programmes? 

• In relation to Citizenship, how do they respond to the challenges offered 
by the programmes such as decision making and working as part of a 
community? 

 
This term’s programmes from First Steps in Drama: 
 
This new series of First Steps in Drama has a focus on history. A brief summary: 
 
Unit 1: Lies and secrets. 
These two programmes are set in school. The drama explores issues of honesty 
when one pupil falsely claims to have won the class story-writing competition. 
The unit provides opportunities to respond to an extended sound stimulus. 
 
Unit 2: Thor’s hammer. 
This is a time-slip adventure featuring a brother and sister who find their way to 
a Viking settlement across the sea. The Vikings are preparing for a raid on the 
English coast. The unit includes the story of ‘Thor and the Giants’ – allowing the 
unit to explore both everyday life in Viking times and one of the best-known 
Viking myths. 
 
Unit 3: The Victorians. 
History is the focus again. The drama follows two children who fall on hard times 
when their mother dies. They are taken to the workhouse where they are 
recruited along with other children to work in a northern cotton mill. They are 
sustained by the thought that if they can only find their grown-up sister they 
may find a better life. Based on actual events. 
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Unit 1: Lies and secrets 

 
By Gordon Lamont 

 
Curriculum area: PSHE, Citizenship (democracy), Literacy 
 
Learning outcomes: to explore issues of honesty; also links to literacy and 
creative writing, with opportunities to respond imaginatively to sound stimulus. 
 
Programme 1 – One prize, two winners 
 
Miss Collingwood is a teacher at Homebrook school. She tells her class about a 
surprise – a chance to enter a story-writing competition being run by the local 
radio station. Everyone will listen to a sound effects track and use it as the 
stimulus for a story. Each pupil will write a story and the best one will be 
entered for the competition. 
 
The class has recently been doing some work on ‘democracy’, including the 
nature of a ‘secret ballot’. Graeme and his friend Daniel argue that the 
competition should be anonymous – each entry will be assigned a code word 
rather than a name – to ensure that the best entry wins and that no external 
factors can influence the outcome. 
 
The class listens to the sound track and then pupils write their stories. A couple 
of days later Miss Collingwood reveals the winner – code word ‘green’. When 
nobody appears to have won Janice suddenly claims that green is her code word. 
Other pupils wonder if it might be Graeme’s code word, he being absent that day 
with illness. Miss Collingwood reads the winning story to the class. 
 
When Graeme returns to school he confronts Miss Collingwood in the 
playground; green was his code word he claims and he is the real winner. 
 
Programme 2 – Owning up 
 
Miss Collingwood has a problem: two pupils both claiming to have won the story-
writing competition. Surely there’s a way to work out who is telling the truth… 
 
Miss Collingwood confronts the class about the seriousness of the situation – one 
of either Graeme or Janice is lying about the story. She asks to see each of them 
individually. The winning story was about a spy called Agent QM – QM for 
‘Question Mark’. 
 
When Miss Collingwood interviews Graeme she is immediately struck by the fact 
that he knows every last detail of the story – surely the story must be his. When 
Miss Collingwood asks Janice where Agent QM hid his code sheet in the story she 
is unable to remember. Janice has been lying. 
 
When Miss Collingwood probes Janice it is revealed that Janice actually wrote a 
story making hostile remarks about another pupil – a friend called Samina that 
Janice had been arguing with – and which she now feels ashamed about. So the 
question is: what should Miss Collingwood do about Janice…and what should 
Janice do about her friend? 



 
 

7 

    First Steps in Drama - Summer 2008 

 

 
Programme 1 – One prize, two winners 

 
Drama activities 

 
Teacher guidance 

Whole group: listening activity. 
Miss Collingwood sets up her predicament 
by asking pupils to listen very carefully to 
all the sounds around. How good are pupils 
at really listening for sounds both near and 
far away? 
 

 
Encourage pupils to think about both 
sounds that are close and those that are 
far away. When you hear the ‘pause-
programme signal’ (which is a short burst 
of music that you’ll hear repeated 
throughout the programmes) pause the CD 
to assess quickly the sounds that pupils 
were able to hear. 
Listening carefully to a sound track is an 
important part of the programmes and this 
activity serves in part as preparation. 
 

Whole group: ‘ideas marketplace’. 
Children walk around their space, meeting 
and greeting each other. They ask a 
question of everyone they meet – what is 
‘democracy’, or ‘what is a vote’, or what is 
a ‘secret ballot’. 
Once they have asked their question they 
are asked the same question, and must 
give their resonse. 
 

 
Pause the CD at the signal and encourage 
pupils to get on their feet quickly to begin 
the activity. Move around pupils yourself, 
taking part and listening to responses. 
Once you feel enough exchange of ideas 
has taken place be ready to call the activity 
to a close. 
It’s important that everyone understands 
the concept of ‘democracy’ and a ‘secret 
ballot’ so be ready to ask specific pupils to 
share their ideas and ensure that everyone 
is clear on the definitions before continuing. 
 

Whole group: listening/discussion. 
Pupils listen to the soundtrack that the local 
radio station has sent to act as a stimulus 
for the story-writing competition. Pupils 
need to listen very carefully to the sounds 
and try to identify what each of them 
is…but also respond imaginatively by 
considering what pictures are created in 
their minds. 
 

 
The sound track to listen to is about 40 
seconds long. The sounds the children will 
hear are: 

- some spooky music with owl hoots 
- a lock being picked 
- a door opening and creaking 
- the door closed 
- slow footsteps on creaking stairs 
- another door being rattled then 

forced open 
- a cat making an angry noise and 

someone gasping in shock 
Shortly after the sound effects track there 
is a pause-programme signal when you can 
pause the CD to discuss the sounds and for 
pupils to suggest what pictures were 
conjured in their minds. 
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Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Individuals: movement in role, then 
still pictures and speaking thoughts. 
The 40 second sound track is played again, 
this time for children to move to.  
Once children have decided who they will 
be, they will need to be ready to move 
quickly and with detail – remember, the 
sound track only lasts for 40 seconds. 
At the end of the sound track there is an 
instruction for children to freeze still to 
make a still picture. Then at the signal 
which follows shortly after they are invited 
to make a still picture showing any part of 
the sequence and to be ready to offer some 
spoken thoughts - about how they feel in 
that spooky place late at night. 
 

 
First they must decide who they are going 
to be – anyone who fits the sound track 
(there are some suggestions in the 
programme). You may wish to pause the 
programme immediately before the sound 
track begins to allow children a little more 
time to decide who they are going to be 
(alternatively you may wish to play the 
sound track through again to allow children 
another listen before deciding). 
After the programme instruction to ‘freeze’ 
there is a 5 second pause. You can use this 
to pause the CD and make sure that all 
children have frozen in a still picture. 
The instructions then continue that at the 
signal everyone should make a still picture 
showing one moment from the sequence. 
When you hear the signal, pause the CD 
and get everyone into their still pictures. 
Then move among pupils inviting them to 
speak their thoughts. You could do this by 
giving a light tap on the shoulder as you 
pass. Repeat out loud any quiet responses 
for all to hear. 
End the activity once you’ve heard a range 
of responses bring everyone into a circle 
and begin the programme once more. 
 

Whole group: discussion. 
Graeme and Daniel insist that the story-
writing competition should be like a secret 
ballot – the identity of the writers should be 
kept a secret from the competition judge 
(Miss Collingwood). As a group, discuss 
whether this is a good idea…and, if pupils 
feel it is, what ideas can they come up with 
for how such a competition could take 
place? 
 

 
This is a challenge to the ingenuity of 
pupils. Remember the aim to run the 
competition in such a way that the judge 
will not know the identity of the writers 
until such time as a decision has been 
made about the winner. How, for example, 
will they disguise hand writing? 
If you would prefer, break the whole group 
into much smaller groups – of say 3 or 4 
pupils each – to consider the possible 
options. At the end bring everyone together 
to share ideas…what do children think is 
the best suggestion? 
For the next part of the programme 
children will need to be grouped in pairs. 
 

Pairs: talk in role. 
The activity takes place after the 
programme has ended. The two children 
take on the role of pupils like Janice and 
Graeme, who both claim to have won the 
winning story. They must decide between 
them first which one is lying and which one 
is telling the truth. 
 

 
Allow some time for preparation, but put a 
time limit on it to ensure focus. If it helps, 
move among the pairs, taking the role of 
the teacher they are trying to persuade. At 
the end try to leave some time for a few 
pairs to show their scenes to everyone else 
and for those watching to comment. 
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Programme 2 – Owning up 

 
Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Individuals: movement in role, then 
pairs for discussion. 
The soundtrack is replayed, this time with 
Miss Collingwood reading the winning story 
inspired by the soundtrack. Agent QM is 
outside a house, in the middle of nowhere, 
late at night. The Agent picks the lock, 
pushes open the door slowly, climbs some 
stairs, forces another door, is shocked by 
the angry cat, then hears a spooky voice… 
 

 
 
Pupils will really need to think on their feet, 
responding to the soundtrack as they hear 
the details of the story – picking the lock, 
opening the doors, climbing the stairs, 
reacting to the cat. 
At the end of the sound track there is an 
instruction to freeze. The instructions then 
continue that children should get into pairs 
when they hear the signal to discuss who 
the spooky voice could belong to. Before 
resuming the programme bring pairs 
together so that they can share their ideas 
with everyone else. 
 

Whole group: movement in role. 
Each pupil becomes like Janice or Graeme, 
summoned to the front of the class. 
Children must decide whether they are 
telling the truth or lying about whether 
they’ve written the story. 
Summon each child in turn to come to the 
front and question them about whether 
they are the real writer of the story. 
 

 
To begin with children should be spaced 
evenly throughout your room. Then 
summon them, one by one, to come to the 
front and ask each whether or not they 
wrote the story. 
Encourage the children to think about the 
seriousness of the situation, and to reflect 
this in the way that they approach the 
front. 
What can you do to ascertain whether each 
child is telling the truth about whether 
they’ve written the story? How might the 
reactions of each child differ depending on 
whether they are playing a child who has 
really written the story, or not? 
The programme continues with pupils 
organised in pairs. 
 

Pairs: talk in role. 
This time the groups break into pairs to 
extend the above activity. One child is like 
either Graeme or Janice; the other is the 
teacher, like Miss Collingwood. The teacher 
questions the child to try to ascertain 
whether or not they are telling the truth 
about having written the story. 
 

 
The activity will need some preparation 
time, but you may wish to put a time limit 
on it to ensure focus. 
This activity extends that above by allowing 
one of the pupils to take on the high status 
role of the teacher. Look for effective use of 
language and commitment to the 
seriousness of the situation. 
Move among each pair assessing their 
work. 
At the end try to allow time for some pairs 
to show their scenes and for those 
watching to comment on them. 
 



 
 

10 

    First Steps in Drama - Summer 2008 

 

 
Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Pairs: movement in role. 
A chance for pairs to enact another of the 
stories written for the competition. This 
time Miss Collingwood reads out three short 
extracts from Janice’s story called The 
horrible girl. After each section of story, 
pairs make a still picture illustrating the 
story. 
 

 
The three story extracts cross-fade from 
the voice of Miss Collingwood reading the 
story, to the voice of the writer of the story 
– Janice. 
Each section of story is followed by a 
pause-programme signal. At each signal 
pause the CD to allow pairs to make their 
still pictures. When you’re ready, continue 
with the next section of story, pausing the 
CD at each subsequent signal. The three 
still pictures are: 

- meeting up in town and having a 
great time (signal) 

- getting into an argument and 
separating (signal) 

- hiding in the old house as ‘S’ enters 
(signal) 

At the end there is an opportunity to show 
the three still pictures in turn as a 
sequence, for everyone else to watch (also 
indicated by a signal). 
 

Whole group: discussion. 
What should happen once Janice owns up 
to lying about the story? Miss Collingwood 
must tell the class something – but what? 
And is it right that Samina should find out 
what Janice wrote about her? Would that 
help matters at all? 
 

 
Lead the discussion and invite responses. 
Allow opportunities for those speaking to 
take on the role of the teacher standing 
before the class to explain the situation and 
revealing as much (or as little) of what has 
happened as is felt appropriate. 
At the end of the programme there’s also 
an opportunity for everyone to discuss what 
Janice should do. Should she tell everyone 
that she wanted to win the competition so 
badly that she was willing to lie about it (in 
which case she will have told another 
lie)…and what should she tell Janice. 
You may also wish to finish with your own 
discussion – are there ever times when it is 
right to lie (e.g. to protect someone’s 
feelings); are some forms of lying less 
wrong than others (e.g. withholding 
information, rather than telling an outright 
untruth)? 
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Unit 2: Thor’s hammer 

 
by John Tuckey 

 
Curriculum area: History – the Vikings / English – myths and legends 
 
Learning outcomes: to become familiar with aspects of Viking life, including 
the role of Vikings as invaders of the UK; to learn and take part in the key 
events of a Viking myth (the story of Thor and the Giants) 
 
Programme 3 – Duck Island 
 
The story is told by Ingrid Ragnall, a museum curator in Grimsby, Lincolnshire. 
She relates the story that she has just been told by two children – Emma and 
Harry Jeffries. 
 
Emma and Harry have recently moved to Grimsby. They are playing on Duck 
Island next to the river when they suddenly discover two small metal pendants, 
in the shape of a hammer on a chain. When they put the chains around their 
necks they suddenly find themselves swept back through time. 
 
When their journey is over they find themselves on the edge of a village; it feels 
as if they’ve gone back through time. They meet Raegnold in the village and are 
surprised to find out they can understand his language. Raegnold recognises the 
hammers they wear around their necks – they are the symbol of the god, Thor. 
The children have gone back to the time of the Vikings! 
 
On the river’s edge a Viking ship is being built…ready for a long journey across 
the North Sea. With the help of Raegnold’s son, Grimr, Emma and Harry stow 
away on the ship…and Grimr reveals that he intends to come with them. 
 
Programme 4 – Thor and the Giants 
 
Emma, Harry and Grimr have stowed away on the ship, of which Raegnold 
(Grimr’s father) is captain. They avoid detection for a few days, but then Harry 
falls ill and the children must reveal themselves. The Viking crew are angry and 
want to set the children to work. But Grimr thinks quickly and tells the crew 
they must be lenient on Harry and Emma because they wear Mjollnir around 
their necks and Thor’s anger cannot be risked. So the crew agree that the 
children can act out a story for them to pass the time on the voyage and Grimr 
chooses the story of Thor’s Hammer. The rest of the programme is devoted to 
the story-within-the-story. 
 
Thor’s hammer – Mjollnir – has been captured by the Lord of the Frost Giants 
and the giant has demanded the hand in marriage of the goddess Freya for its 
return. Thor tries to persuade Freya to accept the proposal – without success. 
When he reveals Mjollnir has been taken from him Freya agrees to help him get 
it back. The plan they hatch sees Thor dressing up as Freya and attending a 
wedding feast. Once he has eaten his fill Thor reveals himself and snatches back 
his hammer. 
 
Meanwhile the voyage towards England continues… 
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Programme 5 – Return to Duck Island 
 
Emma and Harry are surprised that the Vikings don armour as they approach 
the English coast – it has not occurred to them that the Vikings are coming with 
the intention of settling and that a battle is likely. They try to persuade Grimr’s 
father not to fight – without success. 
 
The Vikings land without incident and set up camp. Emma and Harry are now 
treated as prisoners, for fear they may make contact with the local people. At 
night, the children escape from the camp and hide in a tree nearby. The 
following day they witness a meeting between the Vikings and the Anglo-
Saxons; it doesn’t go well and a battle seems inevitable. 
 
Harry and Emma walk inland to get to safety. Suddenly they find themselves in 
a place that resembles Duck Island. They put on their pendants and are 
transported back to the modern world. They take their pendants to show Ingrid 
at the museum and she tells them that the place name ‘Grimsby’ is derived from 
a Viking word meaning ‘Grimr’s place’. It looks as if the Vikings did manage to 
settle… 

Programme 3 – Duck Island 
 

Drama activities Teacher guidance 
 

Pairs: still pictures. 
The children take on the roles of Emma 
and Harry, discovering the hammer 
charms on Duck Island. The three still 
pictures are: 

- Emma calling Harry over 
- Harry moving forward to rescue 

the ‘gerbil’ 
- Both children carefully studying 

the hammer charms they have 
picked up from the mud 

 

 
The activity is marked by a pause-programme 
signal (a brief phrase from Grieg’s Peer Gynt 
Suite) which is used throughout the unit. 
Allow pairs some time to prepare their three 
still pictures (you may wish to put a time 
limit on the preparation). 
Then, either allow all pairs to make their still 
pictures together, moving from one to the 
other at a verbal signal from you… 
Or, allow pairs to show their still pictures to 
each other in turn, with those watching given 
a chance to say what they like about each.  
You could extend by allowing pairs to add a 
caption to each of their pictures. 
 

Pairs: talk in role. 
Pairs continue in role as Emma and Harry 
(or two children in the same situation). 
Harry thinks the charms are possibly 
valuable and wants to take them straight 
home to show mum; Emma wants to put 
the charms on and continue exploring. 
Carry on their conversation, hopefully 
coming to some kind of consensus about 
what should happen. 
 

 
Remember, pairs don’t have to be Harry and 
Emma exactly – they can be two children 
(say, two boys or two girls) in the same 
situation. 
However, if anyone is directly taking the role 
of Emma, look to see whether they adopt any 
of her speech characteristics (she’s very 
sarcastic!) 
Again, make a decision about how children 
should organise their work: either carrying on 
their conversations at the same time (with 
you moving between pairs to observe and 
assess their work) or allowing preparation 
time before each pair shows their work to 
everyone else. 
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Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Groups of 4: enactment 
Each pair joins another to form a group. 
The groups enact two different scenarios 
to show what happens when Emma and 
Harry approach the village: 

- one based on Harry’s suggestion 
that the villagers may be hostile 
and treat them badly 

- the other based on Emma’s belief 
that the villagers will treat them 
kindly because they are children 
and will ‘offer them hot chocolate’ 

 
 

 
Encourage the children to think of suitable 
roles for the two children who will be villagers 
– helping to build the boat, or tending 
animals etc. Encourage those being 
Harry/Emma to think carefully about how 
they will approach the village. How will they 
speak to the villagers to show that they are 
feeling unsure of themselves? 
There is some potential here for confrontation 
so ensure that everyone understands that 
there should be no aggressive physical 
contact. 
Again, decide how you would like groups to 
show their work to everyone else. 
 

Whole group: movement to 
soundtrack 
Children take on the role of Viking 
children in the village, digging up root 
vegetables in a field. 
 

 
 
The activity will take a bit of organising. First 
the whole group will need to line up against 
one wall of your room. Each pupil imagines a 
line of carrot plants in a line before them. 
When they hear the soundtrack (digging etc) 
they move forward slowly, digging each 
carrot plant out of the ground and moving 
forward on to the next. 
The soundtrack lasts about 30 seconds. At 
the end there is an instruction to stop and 
get into groups of three. 
 

Groups of 3: enactment 
In their groups, children take on the roles 
of Emma, Harry and Grimr Raegnold to 
discuss how to get on to the ship that has 
just been launched. Then they show their 
plans in operation. 
 

 
Pupils will need to think carefully about the 
contemporary situation in terms of the things 
that they can use to help them. They will 
need to think about things like: how will they 
reach the ship (which is about 20 metres off 
shore); when will be the best time to try to 
reach it; what will the Viking villagers be 
doing at the time and why will they not 
notice. 
Try to allow time for some groups to show off 
their work. Which plan do the children think 
is the best? 
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Programme 4 – Thor and the Giants 

 
Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Whole group: recap 
One member of the group takes on the role 
of Harry asking how they ever got into this 
situation (in a Viking village, then stowed 
away on a Viking ship). The others answer 
the question by recapping the main events 
of the story so far. 
 

 
The essence of the activity is ensuring that 
everyone is familiar with the main events of 
the story before carrying on. 
You could extend the activity by 
incorporating still pictures into the recap – 
perhaps by asking the whole group to split 
up into small groups – say groups of 3 or 4 
– and working on one picture each, showing 
a key moment from the story so far. 
 

Groups of 4: enactment 
Members of each group take on the roles 
of Harry, Emma, Grimr and Grimr’s father 
(the captain of the ship). What happens 
when the children reveal themselves? How 
does Raegnold react – how cross is he? 
Remember, Grimr has said that the Viking 
crew will not be at all happy about 
discovering stowaways. What can the 
children do to make the situation better? 
Will they be apologetic? Will they offer to 
do something to make amends? 
 

 
Allow some time for groups to prepare their 
scenes and move between groups as they 
plan, assessing the detail of their work and 
what help they need. 
Then allow groups to show their scenes to 
everyone else, with those watching saying 
what they like about each scene. 
After the signal the children will be working 
as individuals in their own space. 

Individuals: movement in role – 
acting out the story of Thor’s 
Hammer. 
Each pupil takes on the role of Thor, 
getting ready for battle. They: 

- stand tall as Thor 
- putting on Thor’s gloves 
- pick up his hammer (Mjollnir) 
- throw it at an enemy 
- catch it as the hammer returns 
- putting the hammer back on the 

ground 

 
 
Make sure that everyone is listening 
carefully so that they can respond quickly to 
the instructions in the programme. 
Encourage them to think carefully about 
their stature and status as Thor – god of 
thunder. 
At the end of this activity the story 
continues without a signal, so be ready to 
pause the programme to ensure that 
everyone is sitting again and listening to the 
next part of Thor’s Hammer. 
 

Whole group: talk in role 
One member of the group takes on the role 
of the goddess Freya. Everyone else will be 
Thor. Freya stands in the middle of the 
group and listens to the various arguments 
from Thor as to why she should marry the 
Lord of the Frost Giants. Freya reacts to 
each argument, making it clear that she 
has no intention of going ahead with such 
a marriage. 

 
At the pause-programme signal organise 
the groupings by choosing one member to 
be Freya (or you could take this role 
yourself) and arranging everyone else 
around her. 
There is plenty of potential for comedy here, 
so encourage the children to act big like 
Thor and welcome preposterous arguments. 
The aim is to get children to engage with a 
story full of big characters and unlikely 
situations! Bring the activity to a close when 
you are ready to do so. The next activity will 
happen in groups of 4. 
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Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Groups of 4: discussion and 
enactment 
Each group thinks up a plan for how Thor 
can regain Mjollnir from the Lord of the 
Frost Giants. Then they show their plans in 
action. 

 
Possible roles to be adopted within the 
groups are Thor, Freya, the Lord of the 
Frost Giants, other giants. 
Encourage children to think about the 
characters in the story when formulating 
their plans (e.g. Thor – bold but a bit slow; 
Freya – cunning and brainy). Encourage 
them also to think about the tone of the 
story so far – they should feel happy to 
work on a plan that might seem comical 
and doomed to failure! 
Allow some preparation time and then try 
to allow time for some groups to show their 
scenes to everyone else. 
 

Pairs: still pictures 
Each group of 4 splits into two, creating 
pairs. Pairs work on three still pictures, 
showing the last part of the story Thor’s 
Hammer: 

- the Lord of the Frost Giants looking 
amazed as Freya (Thor in drag) 
puts away a whole cow and three 
barrels of beer 

- Freya (Thor) persuading the Lord of 
the Frost Giants that the huge 
meal with make her (him) even 
more desirable 

- Thor revealing his true self and 
seizing back Mjollnir 

 

 
The activity is undertaken after the 
programme has ended. 
Encourage the children to think about the 
comical nature of the situation – indeed, 
you may need to emphasise it to avoid any 
possible embarrassment. 
Allow pairs the chance to show their work 
to the others and encourage them to think 
about a smooth transition from one picture 
to the next. 
Pairs could choose to add a caption before 
each picture and you could extend the 
activity by allowing pairs to add words to 
their scenes. Have fun! 
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Programme 5: Return to Duck Island 

 
Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Whole group - recap 
The children recap the main events of the 
story so far. 
 

 
Not just a chance to ensure that everyone is 
familiar with the main events, but also a 
chance to consider the clues for why the 
Vikings are getting into armour before 
arriving at the coast of England. 
 

Whole group – talk in role 
One of the group (or you) becomes 
Grimr’s father and sits in the middle of a 
class circle. The others take on the role of 
Harry and Emma, trying to persuade 
Grimr’s father not to fight. 

 

 
You may want to remind the children of some 
of the thoughts offered in the programme. 
Harry and Emma might argue that the land in 
England is not worth it if people are going to 
die. But Grimr’s father will also have 
arguments to make: the land is not good 
enough back home; people will go hungry; 
they can’t turn back having come all this 
way. 
You could extend the activity by introducing 
hotseating and allowing pupils to take on 
the role of Grimr’s father in turn. 
 

Pairs - still pictures 
Each pair makes a still picture of one of 
the activities necessary to make the 
Viking camp, without telling any other 
pair what their activity is: 

- cutting down branches with axes 
- cutting reeds with swords 
- dragging the branches / reeds up 

the hill 
- tying the reeds in bundles and 

placing them on the frame 

 

 
Remind the children of the various activities 
(see left) but try to ensure that there is a 
good spread, without all pairs opting for one 
particular activity. 
Allow each pair to show their picture in turn, 
with the watchers having an opportunity to 
say what the activity is. 
The best still pictures will be those that are 
easy to identify. 

Pairs – mime escaping from the 
Viking camp 
In pairs the children work as Harry and 
Emma working out how to escape from 
the Viking camp. They have to overcome 
various problems – Grimr’s father right 
next to them; their shelter where everone 
can see it; a ring of guards; the camp 
defences. 

 
 
Allow some preparation time for the activity, 
but you might like to put a time limit on it to 
ensure focus and quick work. 
Remind the children of some of the obstacles 
that must be overcome (see left) and move 
among the pairs assessing their work and 
questioning to establish detail. 
Then decide if you’d like all the escape scenes 
to happen at the same time (on a vocal cue 
from you) or whether you’d like all pairs (or 
selected pairs) to show their scenes to 
everyone else. 
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Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Groups of 4 – still pictures 
The children take on the roles of two Vikings 
(Grimr’s father and the First Mate) and two of 
the Anglo-Saxon leaders. They make three 
related still pictures showing: 

- the formal greetings between them 
- Grimr’s father showing that the Vikings 

intend to stay 
- The Anglo-Saxons showing that they 

want the Vikings to go home 
 

 
Encourage the children to think 
carefully about how they will remain 
active in the pictures, even when their 
roles are more passive (e.g. how will 
the Vikings react to the demand that 
they leave; how with the Anglo-Saxons 
react to the Vikings’ intention to stay. 
Also encourage the children to think 
about how they can develop a smooth 
transition from one picture to the next 
– everyone will need to know exactly 
where they are going, so some 
practise will be necessary. 
Extend the activity by allowing the 
pictures to come ‘to life’ – by adding 
movements and words. 
 

Groups of 4 – still pictures 
Staying in their groups, the children make two 
still pictures: 

- some aspect of Viking life covered in the 
programmes (digging vegetables, sailing 
at sea, battles, etc) 

- a contrasting still picture showing how 
such an activity would be undertaken in 
the modern world 

 

 
The activity happens after the 
programme has ended. 
Allow the children to show their 
pictures to everyone else and, if you 
have time, talk about some of the 
aspects of life that were very different 
in Viking / Anglo-Saxon Britain. 
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Unit 3: The Victorians 

 
by Katherine Freeman 

 
Curriculum area: History – the Victorians 
 
Learning outcomes: to learn about the lives of children during the Victorian 
era, including common occupations, the role of the workhouse and working in a 
cotton mill. 
 
Programme 6 – Life on the streets 
 
The story is told by Old Annie, looking back on her early life in 1840. We learn 
how Annie and her brother John earn a meagre living selling matches on a street 
corner. One day another child – Billy – has taken their pitch, but shortly after 
Billy disappears. 
 
One day Annie and John return home to find their mother gravely ill. Mother 
gives Annie a letter from her sister Eliza – it is the only way of tracing where 
Eliza lives and if anything should happen to Mother Annie will need to use it to 
find Eliza, since their father has already died. 
 
The children are looked after for a short while by Mrs Simms, but when she can 
no longer cope she takes the children to the work house, where Annie and John 
are separated from each other. However, John is reunited with Billy, who has 
also come to the work house. 
 
Programme 7 – The work house 
 
The programme begins with a recap of some of the key events of the story. Then 
we learn about Annie’s life in the workhouse – she’s excited about the prospect 
of having some schooling because she doesn’t know how to read or write. We 
meet Miss Bennett, the strict workhouse teacher. 
 
A group of children, including Annie and John, are summoned to see Mr Brown. 
He introduces them to Mr Penrith, the manager of a cotton mill in Derbyshire. Mr 
Penrith has come to recruit the children as workers at the mill and promises 
them an easy life in the countryside, with plenty to eat. John is desperate to go 
by Annie is rather more cautious. However, in the end she agrees that they 
should both make the journey. 
 
Annie tells Billy of their intention to leave and Billy is evidently upset. He agrees 
to help Annie find the letter from Eliza…Annie must have it before they can 
leave. So together they creep down to Mr Brown’s office at night to find it. As 
they are leaving the train station for the start of the journey Billy suddenly 
appears and hoists himself up into the carriage. 
 
Programme 8 – The cotton mill 
 
The children quickly learn that Mr Penrith should not have been trusted. After a 
long journey to Derbyshire he locks them in a shed for the night – after having 
first assaulted John for daring to ask for the Yorkshire pudding he was promised. 
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The next morning the children are put to work in the mill. One of the jobs they 
must undertake is that of a ‘scavenger’ – one of the most dangerous jobs in the 
mill. The children must move under the working machinery picking up bits of 
cotton. One day John falls asleep at the loom out of sheer exhaustion. Mr Penrith 
catches him and tells John and Annie that tomorrow they will have to clean the 
‘spinning mule’ – the most dangerous of the looms. 
 
That night, looking out of her window, Annie sees Litton Hall. Suddenly she 
manages to work out the address on the top of Eliza’s letter – it is Litton Hall! 
She wakes John and Billy and together they escape from the mill and make their 
way towards Litton Hall. They encounter a game keeper but just when it looks 
like everything has gone wrong Eliza emerges from the hall and the children are 
reunited with their sister. 
 
Old Annie ends by summarising the events that will follow the story: Annie and 
John will live with Eliza; Billy will return to the mill but Mr Penrith will be 
dismissed; in time Billy will rise to become the mill manager himself. 
 

Programme 6 – Living on the streets 
 

Activities 
 

Teacher guidance 

Whole group – movement and talk in 
role. 
Each child becomes a Victorian street child, 
trying to sell something to the others. The 
suggestions in the programme are: 

- flowers 
- water cress 
- wooden toys 
- roast chestnuts 

 

 
At the signal (a short phrase of classical 
music used throughout) get the children on 
their feet and remind them of some of the 
occupations. 
They need to engage with the situation: 
they are child workers and their families 
may well be depending on them for money 
to buy food. Failure to sell means no 
money, means no food… 
Start them off and move around the group 
asking each about their wares. 
When you settle the children for the next 
part of the programme they will need to 
listen carefully to quite an extended 
sequence of drama. 
 

Groups of 3 or 4 – still pictures. 
Making still pictures of the idealised view of 
the countryside, for example: 

- playing 
- walking in the woods 
- feeding animals 

The pictures emerge from the flickering 
flames of the fire and then dissolve again. 
The essence here is to create a utopian 
image of the countryside – contrasting with 
the difficult urban life that Annie and her 
family must endure. 

 
Remind the children that it is highly unlikely 
that Annie would ever have actually visited 
the countryside. 
Children need to think carefully about the 
roles they will take – perhaps the two 
children (Annie and John) and then either 
one or both of their parents. 
The still pictures emerge from flickering 
flames, so each group will need to think 
how to represent the flames, then move 
smoothly into their picture, before it 
dissolves into the flames once more. 
Try to allow time for groups to show their 
pictures to everyone else and for those 
watching to comment. 
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Drama activities Teacher guidance 

 
Whole group – talk in role / 
hotseating. 
One member of the group takes on the role 
of Mrs Simms and sits in the middle of the 
circle. The others take on the roles of Annie 
or John and try to persuade Mrs Simms not 
to take them to the workhouse. 

 
You may wish to precede the activity with a 
few words about the workhouse – often 
terrible places, where people were forced to 
go when they could not provide for 
themselves. Workhouses were often places 
of cruelty, where families were split up, the 
work was hard, and the food poor (nb the 
classic scene from Oliver by Charles 
Dickens). 
You may wish to take the role of Mrs 
Simms yourself – determined to endure the 
protestations from the children and get 
them off to the workhouse! 
 

Individual – movement in role / still 
pictures. 
The children recreate life in the workhouse. 
The first activity is putting on workhouse 
clothes, indicated by the pause-programme 
signal. 
 
 
 
 
 
The second part of the activity is eating in 
the workhouse refectory. Children mime 
eating a bowl of gruel using a spoon – it 
tastes horrible. On a count of ‘One, two, 
three, freeze!’ from the narrator, everyone 
freezes to create a still picture of dinner 
time in the workhouse. 
 
 

 
 
The workhouse clothes would have been 
rough and uncomfortable – often made 
from a kind of sacking. They may have 
been ill-fitting; most children would have 
been without shoes. The activity is 
indicated by a signal, so when you hear it 
pause the programme and encourage the 
children to take part in the activity. 
 
This activity happens in real time without a 
signal – though you may wish to pause the 
programme at suitable moments to mediate 
the activity. There is no signal, so after the 
frozen picture has been made, be ready for 
the programme to continue. 
 

Whole group - discussion. 
A chance to reflect on the content of the 
programme by discussing some of the 
things that were different in Victorian 
times. 
 

 
Some of the issues you might like to 
include are: 

- children working 
- no school 
- lack of literacy (Annie tells us in the 

next programme that she cannot 
read and write) 

- lack of any welfare system (other 
than the workhouse) 

- the workhouse 
- clothes 
- poverty 
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Programme 7 – The workhouse 

 
Activities Teacher guidance 

 
Whole group – recap discussion. 
Recapping the main events of the story so 
far. 

 
A chance to ensure that everyone is 
familiar with the main events of the story 
and its context before continuing. 
 

Whole group – movement / talk in 
role. 
The children recreate the workhouse 
school, obeying the instructions of the 
teacher Miss Bennett: 

- standing up straight when she 
enters 

- replying ‘Yes, Miss Bennett’ 
- opening desks and taking out slates 

and slate pencils 
- closing desks 
- repeating the above actions to Miss 

Bennett’s satisfaction 
 

 
To being the activity the whole group needs 
to be sitting in regimented rows, so pause 
the programme to make sure everyone is 
correctly organised. 
The children will need to listen carefully for 
the instructions. They will need to imagine 
a desk in front of themselves with a lifting 
lid. 
Instead of paper and pencils Victorian 
children were given slates on which they 
would scratch words using a slate pencil. 
To extend the activity you might like to 
pause the programme and take on the role 
of Miss Bennett yourself. Victorian lessons 
included much learning by rote. 
Following the activity the children need to 
organise themselves in pairs. 
 

Pairs – talk in role. 
Each pair continues the conversation 
between Annie and John about whether to 
take up Mr Penrith’s offer to work in the 
cotton mill in Derbyshire. John is keen to 
go (they’ve been promised life in the 
countryside, good food…after all it can’t be 
worse than the workhouse and it may lead 
to them finding their sister Eliza). Annie is 
uncertain: she doesn’t trust Mr Penrith. 
 

 
The activity is indicated by a signal; when 
you hear it pause the programme to 
undertake the activity. You may wish to put 
a time limit on the activity.  
Move between pairs listening to their 
arguments. Those being Annie will need to 
think carefully how they will expand on her 
vague uneasiness about the proposed move 
(it can’t be as good as Mr Penrith says…it’s 
a long way away…why should they trust 
him…etc). Do the conversations lead to any 
definite conclusion about what they should 
do? 
 

Pairs – movement in role. 
Pairs creep down the stairs and through the 
workhouse to Mr Brown’s office, where 
Eliza’s precious letter is kept. They must 
concentrate on not being seen. 
 

 
The activity is marked by a signal, so pause 
the programme for the activity when you 
hear it. You might want to designate a 
particular space as Mr Brown’s office, for 
everyone to creep towards. You may also 
like to take on the role of Mr Brown (or 
other workhouse authority figure) and turn 
the activity into a form of Granny’s 
footsteps. 
Resume the programme when you are 
ready to do so, with the children remaining 
standing in their positions. 
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Activities 

 
Teacher guidance 

Pairs – movement in role. 
The programme swiftly moves to the next 
part of the activity – searching through Mr 
Brown’s office for Eliza’s letter. 
 
 

 
The activity is a continuation of above. 
Again it is marked by a signal, so pause the 
programme when you hear it. Then resume 
the programme in your own time. 
Following the activity the children will need 
to come together in a big circle. 
 

Whole group – talk in role. 
The children take on the role of children 
making the journey to the cotton mill in 
Derbyshire and take it in turns to say one 
thing about their old life that they will not 
miss…and one thing they are hoping for in 
their new life at the mill. 

 
Indicate who should speak, or allow 
everyone to take turns in the circle 
indicating who should speak first. 
You could extend the activity by splitting 
into small groups (say 3 or 4) and making 
still pictures of the moment of departure. 
Then move among the children inviting 
them to speak their thoughts…their hopes 
and fears for the move they are making. 
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Programme 8 – The cotton mill 

 
Activities Teacher guidance 

 
Individual: mime 
The programme begins with an extended 
listen as we hear about the children’s 
journey to the cotton mill and their harsh 
treatment by Mr Penrith. 
The first activity involves the children 
becoming ‘scavengers’. This was the work 
of the smallest children and involved sliding 
on the floor through the machinery picking 
up loose bits of cotton (one can be seen in 
the picture on the front cover). The activity 
involves: 

- inching forward under the 
machinery (sometimes sliding on 
your belly) 

- carefully picking up any cotton, 
being careful not to get caught in 
the moving machinery 

- putting the cotton in a bag 
- moving on again 

 

 
Remind the children how careful they will 
need to be – this was a very dangerous job 
and many scavengers were seriously 
injured (sometimes worse). 
The activity is accompanied by a sound 
track with instructions which lasts about 30 
seconds. Listen carefully to the instructions 
and when the soundtrack ends you can 
pause the programme before the narration 
continues, so that the children can 
continue in role as scavengers, moving on 
to new machines. 
Resume the programme when you are 
ready to do so. 
 

Small groups – still pictures. 
Making still pictures of what happens in 
Annie’s dream at the moment John reaches 
into the ‘spinning mule’ – the fastest and 
most dangerous of the machines. 

 
The activity is marked by a signal, so pause 
the programme when you hear it to 
undertake the activity. 
The children will need to think about clear 
roles for every member of the group – 
someone to be John, Annie and perhaps 
another child working in the mill, such as 
Billy…or perhaps a foreman or other adult 
worker. 
Allow groups some preparation time and 
move between them assessing the pictures. 
Then either allow all groups to make their 
pictures together (on a vocal cue from you) 
or allow groups to show their pictures to 
each other in turn and allow those 
watching to say what they like about each 
one. 
 

Small groups: mime 
Staying in their small groups the children 
enact the escape from the cotton mill. 
They: 

- get out of bed 
- escape through the window 
- cross over a small stream 
- make their way up the hill towards 

Litton Hall 
 
 
 

 
Again the activity is marked by a signal, so 
pause the programme when you hear it. 
Remind the children of the different 
elements of the escape (see left) and then 
allow them to move at liberty through your 
space, ensuring that groups do not collide 
with each other. 
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Activities Teacher guidance 

 
Large groups: still pictures 
Working in their groups (of about 5) the 
children make a still picture of the moment 
Annie and John are reunited with their 
sister Eliza. 
 
 

 
Pause the programme at the signal to 
undertake the activity. 
The roles for the children include John, 
Annie, Billy, Eliza and the gamekeeper…and 
perhaps another maid or servant for any 
groups larger than 5. 
Encourage the children to think hard about 
hard to arrange each member of the still 
picture for maximum effect. 
Extend the activity by allowing groups to 
add captions to their pictures. You might 
also like to bring the pictures ‘to life’ by 
unfreezing them and allowing the 
characters to speak to each other. 
 

Whole group: discussion 
The children talk about the story. What 
would they have liked about living in 
Victorian times and what not? What things 
were the same then…and what different? 

 
The sad reality is that for most children 
living in 1840 life was extremely hard and 
life expectancy not good. Society was 
economically extremely divided with a huge 
proportion of the population living in 
poverty. Children were often exploited and 
laboured in mills and other jobs for long 
hours and little pay. 
Also talk about the story: what aspects did 
the children find most interesting; what 
was their favourite part; which characters 
did they like or not like…and why? 
 

 
 
Weblinks: 
 
The are numerous excelling web resources offering valuable information to 
support the study of the Victorians topic as Key Stage 2.  
 
You might also like to try an image search using a search engine such as Google. 
There are many contemporary pictures online of Victorian children – living rough 
in the streets, in the workhouse and working in mills – which will add a huge 
amount to the children’s understanding of this topic. (Be aware that many of the 
pictures will be subject to copyright, so using them offline may breach copyright 
regulations). 


