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Horizons looked to develop the delivery of the 

devising modules in secondary and 16-18 

education. The aim was to develop a 

coordinated approach that involved venues, 

writers, teachers and students in exploratory 

learning.  
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Horizons Pilot Project Report: 
Secondary Education 

 

1. Project Outline 

Horizons was conceived as a programme to rejuvenate the way Theatre 
Centre engages with schools across England. Supported by The Ernest Cook 
Trust and Anvil Arts, Horizons paired TC writers with five schools across 
England to develop a professionalised approach to the delivery of the devising 
module of the Drama scheme of work in secondary education. Further to this 
the programme looked to imbed professional practice and partnership working 
within the drama department,s ensuring students‟ learning is relevant to the 
professional environment.  

Through this process TC would research and document the impact on 
teachers and students and develop our own practice in engaging with 
schools.  

 

2. Aims  

2.1 To enrich teachers experience of delivering the devising module by 
making stronger links between teachers, artists and their local theatre venues. 
To involve teachers in on- the-job Continued Professional Development to 
deepen their understanding of professional theatre creation processes and be 
able to apply these to working with their students  

 
2.2 To enrich students experience of theatre in formal education by 
developing a cohesive offer relating their work in the classroom to being an 
audience member and theatre maker. In this way deepening their 
understanding of the wider theatre context and improving their attainment.  

 
2.3 To work closely with selected partnership schools and venues to develop 
a community of practice in relation to theatre making processes in educational 
contexts. 

 
2.4 To involve teachers, writers and students in documenting and reflecting on 
students and teachers development and the contribution of the theatre 
organisations to this process. This will enable the impact of this collaborative 
method of working as a learning experience for students to be evaluated.  

 
2.5 To involve venues, writers, teachers and students in the transformation of 
TC‟s school engagement processes to enable the company to provide a 
coordinated offer to all partners enriching the experience of booking a TC 
show.  
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3. Context 
 

The Pupil Guarantee as part of the DCFS‟s (now DFE) 2009 report „Your 
child, your schools, our future: building a 21st century schools system‟ states 
that “through partnerships between schools and other external providers 
(such as libraries, museums, and performing arts organisations), every pupil 
should have access to high-quality cultural activities in and out-of-school.” 
 
The Cultural Learning Consortium expand on this in „Get It: The Power of 
Cultural Learning Report‟ to recommend that cultural organisations should  
“seek to offer all teaching and support staff in schools and colleges regular 
cultural opportunities” while identifying that there “is a strong need to explore 
and promote ways in which cultural organisations, schools and colleges can 
work together to successfully develop consistently high-quality cultural 
learning experiences, in sustainable ways.”  

TC‟s mission statement reflects this ethos and highlights how our productions 
are a creative springboard for teachers and young people, supporting their 
skills and knowledge in and out of the classroom”. We are aware of the need 
to support teachers in both facilitating the students experience of live 
performance and in developing a scheme of work to maximise the learning 
from it. We understand the need for a coordinated approach to students 
learning and seek to build partnerships with schools and venues to enable 
such opportunities.  

Partnerships with venues are key to TC‟s touring programme, however we 
recognise that these have previously been limited in their remit, venues 
typically playing „host‟ to our performances. To increase young people‟s 
access to culture they need to build a relationship with the venue so that they 
will continue to access that cultural provision after the initial catalyst from TC. 

Partnerships are built with schools across England and directly inform our 
practice; from the plays we commission to the education work we provide. In 
particular working with our partnership teachers we discovered that: 
 

 70% of secondary drama teachers expressed a need for further 
CPD, in particular work with artists. Lower budgets and increased 
time constraints mean there is less scope for off-timetable training 
and most inset is focused around specific curriculum objectives or 
school targets.  

 The devising elements of the A-level and GCSE curriculum are 
the least supported by theatres and theatre companies yet often 
are the most challenging for teachers and students. 

 Networking amongst drama teachers is rare with very few 
authorities providing drama advisors. 

 
Further to this many teachers cited that devising is the area where they felt 
least confident and were least supported by professional theatre companies.   
 
Horizons looks to fill this gap in provision.   



                                                                         Horizons Pilot Project Report: Secondary Education 

 
 

Vicky Bell   Page 4 of 17 
Schools Producer 

4. Methodology 

4.1 Stage 1: Building Relationships 

Horizons began by building communities of learning in different areas of the 
country; Sheffield, Crawley, Basingstoke and London as follows: 

Area Venue School (s) Students / 
teachers 

Theatre 
Centre 
Writer 

Supported 
by 

Crawley The 
Hawth 

St Wilfrid‟s Catholic 
School 

2 teachers, 24 
students 

Steven Bloomer The Ernest 
Cook Trust 

London N/A Mossbourne 
Community Academy 

1 teacher, 10 
students 

Steven Bloomer The Ernest 
Cook Trust 

Basingstoke Anvil 
Arts 

Cranbourne Business 
and Enterprise College 

2 teachers, 38 
students 

Steven Bloomer Anvil Arts 

Sheffield Sheffield 
Theatres 

The City School 
 
Firth Park Community 
Arts College 

1 teacher, 26 
students 
1 teacher, 30 
students 

Tajinder Singh 
Hayer 

The Ernest 
Cook Trust.  

 

Specifically the TC Writer and teacher(s) work together to explore the ways in 
which the techniques and discipline from TC‟s Play Commissioning process 
can be applied to the teaching of Devising in secondary and 16-18 education. 
Together they outline the needs of the students and plan a launch session for 
their students.  

The role of the venue partner is to provide students with an experience of 
professional theatre both as audience; the students watched TC‟s production 
of The Day The Waters Came, and as makers; students returned to the venue 
to share their work.  

In each region the programme took a slightly different format to suit the needs 
of the clusters. In an ever changing educational and artistic framework this 
element of flexibility is essential if TC is to continue to ensure access for all 
students to high quality theatre making experiences.  

 The key differences between regions were: 

 In Crawley and Basingstoke the students watched the production of 
The Day The Waters Came in their school.  

 In Basingstoke the students took their own performances to local 
primary schools, in London their work was shared in school with 
peers, while in Crawley and Sheffield sharing events took place at 
The Hawth and Sheffield Theatres respectively.  

 In London a TC facilitator took the role of the teacher and the 
programme was situated as part of their extra-curricular programme 
meaning not all students were studying Drama.  

The cost and benefits of each approached will be examined in 4.4 Key 
Successful Features of the process and 4.5 Challenges of the process.  
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4.2 Stage 2: The Commissioning Process 

4.2.1 Launching the Commission 

Together the writer and teacher delivered a session with their students that 
set up the programme, introducing them to the idea of commissioning and in 
particular to the commission question that they are to work to. Inspired by The 
Day The Waters Came their commission was: 

To create a “Big Moment in History” play that explores what 

happens when you scream HELP and nobody comes? Or worse, 

they come, observe, and do nothing. 

The workshop demonstrated a process that the students could replicate over 

the following weeks in more depth with their teacher. It introduced the concept 

of teacher as Dramaturg, acting as an enabler rather than providing answers. 

Over the following 4 weeks the teacher worked with the students, exploring 

the techniques they had been learning, to develop a first draft (written or 

performative). During this period they received remote support from the writer.  

4.2.2 TC Performance  

Students saw TC‟s performance of The Day The Waters Came either at their 

school or a local venue. This provided stimulus for the students devising and 

demonstrated how dynamic the creative writing/ devising process can be. In 

most cases the performance was also be used for the Live Theatre Review 

element of the GCSE Drama syllabus. 

4.2.3 Redrafting  

Students tried their piece on their target audience posing certain questions to 

the audience to help them identify how the piece needed to develop. The 

teacher as dramaurg and supported by the writer took a lead role in 

workshopping further ideas to move the pieces forward. The focus at this 

stage was on practical application of writing techniques.  

Over the following 4 weeks the teacher led the students in the redrafting 

process. This process, by focusing on redrafting, highlights the importance of 

being able to think critically about your own work and develops literary 

intelligence.  

4.2.4 Learning Community 

Throughout Stage 2 teachers and writers kept in touch by email and regular 

phone conversations. In Sheffield video was used for students to send their 

work to the writer and for the writer to reply via You Tube. Teachers were 

encouraged to be in contact with other participating teachers in their region 
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and contact details were shared. However it seems that while conversations 

took place between teachers in the same school regarding the discoveries 

they were making through the programme this did not happen between 

schools.   

Teachers were provided with two resource booklets: one specific to the 

production of The Day The Waters Came giving insight into the process and 

one for the Horizons Programme which provided articles and exercises to 

encourage teachers to consider their own practice.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.3 Stage 3: Sharing of Work  

A final sharing day brought students together to perform their work to an 

invited audience. In most cases this happened at the partnership venue and 

took the form of a whole day allowing them to take over a space, add lighting 

and sound to their pieces before performing. Performances were to their 

peers except in Basingstoke where they performed in local primary schools. 

This was a key consideration throughout their process and an extra element 

in their commission. 

Where schools came together teachers were encouraged to work with 

students from other schools to cement their learning by taking them out of 

their comfort zone. Students also benefitted from a variety of teaching and 

fresh eyes on their work. 

Time was also given over to teachers on this day to sharing their experiences 

of the programme, identifying their learning and how they can apply this to 

their future teaching.  
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4.4 Key Successful Features of the process 

On the ground the writer was responsible for the delivery of the programme 

and as such had a unique insight into how the process impacted on students 

and teachers alike. The writers were asked to reflect on the process at each 

stage and identify the progress and challengers. Considered together with 

data collected from students and teachers through evaluation the key 

successful features of the process are identified as: 

4.4.1 Having a professional artist in a school environment: this 

provided both students and teachers with an outside eye and a role 

model to learn from, ensuring their work in the classroom is relevant to 

the industry. Unique to this success was that the writer was available 

during class time rather than requiring the school to adapt their 

timetable.  

4.4.2 On-the-job training meant that teachers didn‟t have to negotiate 

leave from school and could immediately apply their learning in the 

classroom.  

4.4.3 Working towards a performance in a professional environment 

with a professional writer raised the aspirations of students and 

teachers. Where this was not possible the inclusion of a peer audience 

or that of primary school students provided the same increase in 

expectations for students. Students engaged in dialogue with their 

audience on each occasion encouraging them to further consider their 

learning.  

4.4.4 Including the performance as part of the process was a marked 

benefit to the way students approached theatre as audience members. 

“Watching The Day The Waters Came as part of the programme meant 

the students were very clued in to what they were watching They were 

watching it as drama students. “ (Teacher, The City School. Sheffield.) 

4.4.5 Allowing writers‟ ownership over the approach they took to 

delivering the programme enabled a deeper artistic exchange to occur 

between writer and students.  Writers were pushed to expand their 

practice as they analysed their processes for use in schools. In addition 

they developed a greater understanding of young audiences, enabling 

them to write much more challenging and relevant work.  
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4.5 Challenges of the process.  

4.5.1 All parties felt that they needed an extra contact session between 

the school and writer to enable students to undergo the redrafting 

process with the support of the writer twice. This would enable teacher 

and student to solidify their learning. 

4.5.2 The project needs to launch with a bigger bang. A launch event 

should enable students to get excited about the opportunity of 

performing at their local venue (perhaps with an initial visit). It should 

also be an opportunity for teachers involved to meet for the first time as 

this would help them to see the process as part of their CPD.  

4.5.3 Communities of Learning need greater support as the time 

pressures of teachers meant this element got lost. Greater use of new 

technologies, such as  how YouTube was used in Sheffield, would 

enable more remote sharing between teacher, writer and students and 

go some way to creating a more dynamic learning community.   

4.5.4 The sharing days were always pushed for time particularly where 

schools were involved in adding lighting to their pieces. More time 

needs to be given to students learning from their peers from other 

schools.  
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5. Monitoring and Evaluation  

5.1 Student Learning 

Student Learning was monitored in three ways: 

 Teachers were asked to allocate a predicted grade to each student at 

the beginning and end of the programme.  

 Self-Assessment Forms: At the beginning of the programme students 

were asked to rate themselves in six key areas. They were also asked 

to add any other personal learning objectives they had and rate these 

also. At the end of the programme they rated themselves again using 

the same scale. A comparison between both allows us to identify any 

difference.  

 Group Discussion: Students were divided into small groups and 

asked to think about what they had learnt from the programme, how it 

was different from their usual Drama lessons and whether they felt it 

has a positive benefit on their learning experience.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Of the 128 students who took part in the pilot 71% increased their predicted 

academic grade by at least one.  Further examination leads us to understand 

that the majority of this change were among students who were predicted 

Grade D and above at the beginning of the programme with little change for 

students who were predicted E or below. One teacher commented that it was 

the students who were already disengaged from Drama who struggled with 

the programme, possibly as they were required to have too much ownership 

over the piece and needed more guidance.   

The students who improved by two grades were all Grade C moving to Grade 

A taking the average student to an exceptional student. When asked in group 

5% 

66% 

23% 

4% 2% 

% Change in Predicted Academic 
Grade 

Up 2 Grades Up 1 Grade No Change

Down 1 Grade Down 2 Grade



                                                                         Horizons Pilot Project Report: Secondary Education 

 
 

Vicky Bell   Page 10 of 17 
Schools Producer 

discussions to consider why the programme had such an impact on their 

learning students commonly identified the following: 

“We learnt how to recognise unwanted conversation in our 

scenes.” 

“Different techniques to express our ideas really helped – the finger 

puppet exercise was really good.” 

“We worked in the same groups for longer than we would normally - it meant 

you had to learn how to deal with disputes and learn better team working 

skills” 

“Spending more time on one project meant we could work on things 

from the last lesson.” 

“It was more practical than usual, even when we were 

discussing we were doing it practically.” 

“Seeing The Day The Waters Came was good – we picked out techniques 

that could be used in our production – climax, character changes, audience 

address. It was good to see how someone else interpreted the same theme.” 

“Knowing we were performing in at The Hawth and working with 

Steven made it seem more grown up/professional – we focussed 

more.” 

Taking a coordinated inquiry led approach to devising enabled students to 

understand theatre in a more rounded sense; they could more easily relate 

their learning from participating as audience members to their own work.  

Increasing the expectations of these students by using a professionalised 

approach with a real performance at the end focussed them as the stakes 

were higher if they failed.  

A longer process enabled a more experiential model of learning with students 

having time to reflect, conceptualise and apply their learning in a continuous 

cycle (Kolb: 1984) with teachers facilitating this as a process rather than 

providing answers.  
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The most improved areas were in understanding of the devising process and 

the motivation to take part in theatre as an audience member/visit their local 

venue. With the majority of schools situating the programme within their 

devising modules there is a logical correlation between their increased 

understanding of the devising progress and improvement in academic grade.   

Of those that recognised an improvement of their understanding in devising 

45% also recognised an increase in their confidence in creative writing 

indicating that they were able to recognise the elements that these two 

disciplines share.  

However not all students felt the programme had affected their confidence in 

creative writing; this may be due in part to their ability to recognise 

transferable skills.  The students who identified an increased confidence in 

creative writing also had a strong ability to recognise transferable skills; 46% 

identifying this skill as high from the beginning and a further 46% improving 

this ability through the programme.  

The increase in motivation to attend their local theatre as an audience 

member can be attributed in part to being taken to the venue for the first time 

for many students. One teacher commented how for the majority of her 

students didn‟t even know where the theatre was before visiting and remarked 

at how wonderful it was to see them take ownership of the space.   
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5.2 Teacher Development 

At the beginning of the process teachers were asked to consider their CPD 

needs through the programme. For many this proved challenging as they 

were always more prone to talk about their students‟ needs rather than their 

own. This was a challenge for each of the writers whose role it was to 

encourage the teachers to think about their own processes.  They responded 

to this by exaggerating the teachers‟ role in their sessions, specifically placing 

them as learners in the art of dramaturgy, challenging the teachers to step 

back from directing students and instead facilitating them to find their own 

solutions.  

On reflection however (in discussion and through evaluation forms) the impact 

of the programme was clear.  

5.2.1 Each teacher involved in the programme outlined how they felt more 

able to allow their students creative control. As one teacher put it “I have been 

on a journey to try and develop better learner independence and step back, 

suggesting or asking learners to unstick themselves with creative solutions 

rather than directing”. (Teacher, Firth Park Community Arts College, Sheffield) 

5.2.2 Another teacher reflects on the detail the process went through “I was 

surprised at how detailed you can be with the students and the high level of 

rigour that can be used” He goes onto reflect “The challenge [of working to 

commission] has been ever present and I’m delighted with how some have 

risen to it”.  (Teacher, The City School, Sheffield) 

5.2.3 The concept of the commission was a strong one, providing a refreshing 

change for teachers to having to find a topic for themselves. “I learnt to go 

beyond the topics and subjects that the students know and to select events 

that they can appreciate have similarities to their own lives” (Teacher, The 

City School, Sheffield).  One aim set by a teacher at the beginning of the 

programme reflects this: 

“It would be lovely to create a piece with rigour and depth and power, with a 

second pair of eyes to ensure that we don’t get trapped in the same drama 

ruts (there are so many! – simplistic judgements, in-yer-face ranting or just 

misguided content).” (Teacher, Firth Park Community Arts College, Sheffield) 

5.2.4 This benefit of the outside eye was felt by all teachers. “Working with a 

professional artist was really useful – it’s good to keep connected to what the 

professional world is like and what is expected.” (Teacher, St Wilfrid’s Catholic 

School, Crawley) 

5.2.5 Every teacher involved in the programme explained how their learning 

from the programme has already impacted on their teaching in other lessons, 
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particularly with A-level and Btec students and is a process they feel confident 

in leading themselves going forward. “Horizons created discussion between 

teachers within the school on how we work with devising and this has already 

been taken forward with our Year 13s.” (Teacher, St Wilfrid’s Catholic School, 

Crawley) 

5.2.6 This is not to say however that there would be no role for the 

professional support going forward. Teachers identified how Horizons 

provided a rounded partnership opportunity with links to the industry, 

opportunities for working in a professional environment with practising artists 

which in turns raises aspirations and makes what we do in the classroom real.  

However this does not mean the programme was without its challenges.   

5.2.7 While mini learning communities were formed within schools, teacher 

from different schools did not connect until the final sharing event meaning 

that learning was not shared as widely as it could have been. Future 

programmes should work more actively to encourage this sharing although 

teachers‟ time pressures need to be considered.  

5.2.8 In addition challenges were faced in particular by one national challenge 

school with particularly high cultural diversity. “Some learners cannot attend 

as they have either less culturally aware or more conservative families who 

don’t value the arts so much.” (Teacher, Firth Park Community Arts College, 

Sheffield) This provided an extra challenge for the school‟s staff as they had 

to work extra hard with families in order for students to attend the sharing day 

at their local theatre and still some students were unable to attend.  This had 

an impact not only on their own experience of the programme but also on that 

of their classmates as they had to rework their plays on the final day.  This is 

likely to be an on-going challenge and TC should seek to support schools 

engaging in the programme in raising awareness of the benefits of the arts.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                         Horizons Pilot Project Report: Secondary Education 

 
 

Vicky Bell   Page 14 of 17 
Schools Producer 

 
 
6. Conclusions: Performance in relation to project aims 

6.1 Teachers involved in the Horizons programme became reenergized as 
they developed new approaches to their teaching of Devising. Learning 
became embedded in their practice as reflected in their ability to transfer 
these processes to other classes.  
 
6.2 Participating teachers valued the opportunity to work with professional 
artists as it reminded them of both industry standards and raised their 
expectations of their students. Raised expectations of students in turn led to 
increased attainment for 71% of students as they reached for higher goals.  
 
6.3 Working in a professional theatre environment and by including a 
performance as part of the process teachers were able to deliver a rounded 
curriculum rather than separating out the different elements of theatre (i.e. 
watching from making.)  In turn students responded to this; being able to link 
the different elements of their learning in Drama leading to an increased 
motivation to take part as both theatre maker and audience member.  
 
6.4 Enabling teachers to take a step back and allow students to create led to 
an improved experiential learning experience with students solidifying their 
learning through reflecting and reapplying their learning. In turn 56% 
increased their understanding of the devising process.  
 
6.5 Links were made between venues, schools and students and this has led 
to an increase in the likelihood of students attending their local venue and 
seeking out theatre as audience members. However more work needs to be 
done to develop a stronger community of practice in order that learning can 
be shared amongst teachers and professionals as these conversations only 
tended to happen within individual schools.  
 
6.6 Throughout the programme TC has worked with writers, teachers, 
students and venues to develop a programme that provides deeper benefits 
for all those booking their production; from increased engagement with 
schools for venues to artistic exchanges between students and writers.  
However more needs to be done to coordinate this approach in order that the 
involvement of each partner is much clearer to students. 
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7. Recommendations 

7.1 Horizons has formed a base for TC to continue to provide an increased 

offer to all its partners and in turn developed a new approach to artistic 

engagement with its core audience of teachers and students.  This approach 

has been highly successful in impacting on the practice of teachers in the 

classroom and will leave a legacy of rejuvenated teachers with higher 

expectations in each school. In turn this approach has also proved effective in 

increasing student attainment. This model should therefore be built on as TC 

looks to develop its practice nationally. 

7.2 TC should consider ways to further develop the Communities of Practice, 

in particular looking to new technologies to link students. writers, teachers and 

venues in a more dynamic engagement.  This may also include a launch 

event that marks the beginning of the programme more clearly.  

7.3 Horizons should maintain its flexibility to suit the needs of schools as 

demands on timetabling become increasingly pressured.  

7.4 The role of teacher as learner should be more clearly defined from the 

beginning rather than CPD being a happy accident.  

7.5 More time should be given to students monitoring their own learning in 

order that they are further supported in identifying the transferrable skills they 

are learning.  

7.6 The sharing day should remain at a local venue, however the format of the 

day needs further consideration as in larger clusters the same technical time 

would not be possible. Further to this more time needs to be given to students 

being able to learn from their peers from other schools.  

7.7 TC should further explore the possibilities of involving primary schools in 

the programme as took place in Basingstoke. This provided a heightened 

level of responsibility for the students involved and by engaging in 

conversation with the younger students afterwards they developed a deeper 

sense of their own learning.  
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