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Undercliffe Tales was the result of an exciting and innovative partnership to investigate in detail how drama 

techniques could be used to develop academic progress and improve engagement and attendance amongst new 

migrant pupils. 

 

The partnership was initiated by IVE (formerly CAPEUK) as part of its role as the ‘Bridge’ organisation for Arts Council 

England. The programme is believed to be the first of its kind in the country looking into this issue. It involved Carlton Bolling 

College, Bradford Council’s Education Achievement Service, Freedom Studios (an Arts Council England National Portfolio 

Organisation) and IVE. 

 

It aimed to support Carlton Bolling College to achieve some of its priority aims: 

 
• Accelerating the academic progress of key school groups e.g. New to English/EAL learners; Year 7 working below 

national expectation 

• Improving attendance 

• Fostering positive attitudes towards  schooling. 

 
The evidence shows that these aims have been significantly achieved amongst the pupils involved. 

Undercliffe Tales: 
Summary introduction and findings 



What was achieved? 

• An acceleration of academic progress of new to English/EAL Learners and Year 7 children working below national 

expectations 

• Evidence of an improvement in attendance 

• Better attitudes to school among those taking part in the project 

• New pedagogic practice has been introduced by the school 

• Introduction of a new strategy at the school for welcoming new migrant pupils 

• The school has restructured its EAL department to ensure staff can deliver a broad mix of activities 

• Developed the skills base and knowledge of Freedom Studios in working with young people with little or no English 

and responding to the needs of particular groups 

• Freedom Studios identified work with newly arrived students reflecting their own cultural and ethnic background 

and being a Bradford citizen. 

 
 

There were additional objectives for the staff and 
organisations involved: 

CARLTON BOLLING COLLEGE (a Bradford secondary school with over 1,450 students): 

• Achieve new pedagogic practice 

• Develop a curriculum offering to share with other schools 

• Facilitate effective CPD. 

 
IVE (Arts Council England bridge organisation for Yorkshire and the Humber): 

In response to its 2012 report into the arts, culture and education landscape of the region, IVE wished to explore ways 

of: 

• Building up arts provision in Bradford for every child and young person 

• Building the capacity of arts practitioners to work in schools. 

 
BRADFORD COUNCIL EDUCATION ACHIEVEMENT SERVICE: 

• Develop good practice around literacy development with students with little cultural engagement with education. 

 
FREEDOM STUDIOS (a contemporary theatre company and National Portfolio Organisation): 

• To enable diverse ethnic groups of young people to collaborate in arts activity. 

 
These objectives were also achieved 

 
 

Description of activity 

Over the course of a five month period, performing arts workshops were held weekly with three different groups of 

students. They were led by two experienced theatre directors and youth theatre leaders. The school’s Assistant Head 

of English was seconded to the project. 

 

The three distinct groups of students consisted of a newly arrived group with very little spoken English, a group of new 

migrant students with some English skills and Year 7 British-born students with low literacy levels. 

 

The workshops used tried and tested performing arts activities but they were new experiences for the pupils involved. 

 

CARLTON BOLLING STUDENT - “I like doing my English because they do physical movements and it makes 

me talk properly and loudly and then when we do work and the teacher says ‘now can you read this out’ I can 

say it properly.” 

 

GARY PANG, Assistant Head of English, Carlton Bolling College - “In terms of my own practice the work we 

did has had an enormous impact. It has been transformative and beyond drama lessons it’s put me more at 

ease in the classroom generally.” 

 

SHAKERA AHAD, Freedom Studios - “Literacy and language come from communication which comes from 

being willing to communicate and being an individual with having confidence and belief in what it is that you 

are thinking and saying and drama works on those skills. An effect of that is improved literacy and confidence 

as well as better diction and engagement with the English language.” 

 

See section 6 for full details and evidence of outcomes 

 
 

I learn more and more English now 
and people say ‘How do you 
know that English’ and I say 
‘I learnt it in drama’ 



 
 

The project took the form of performing arts workshops with three different groups of pupils every Tuesday between 

February and July 2013 during term time at Carlton Bolling College. 

 

The three groups of students were: 

• GROUP 1 - Different Year groups - Years 7, 8, 9, 10 - very little English spoken, mainly Eastern European students 

and recent arrivals 

• GROUP 2 - Year 8 - some English spoken and understood, Eastern European and Asian 

• GROUP 3 - Year 7 group -  English speakers with low literacy levels at sub-level 4 attainment. 

 
Group 1 and Group 2 each had two-hour sessions and Group 3 had a one-hour session. 

 

To make the sessions successful both Freedom Studios and Carlton Bolling engaged members of staff to be directly 

part of the whole project. Two experienced theatre directors and youth theatre leaders, Tom Wright and Shakera Ahad 

who are employed by Freedom Studios, led the workshops. From the school, Gary Pang, Assistant Head of English, 

was seconded to be part of the ‘enquiry.’ 

 

The focus of the workshops addressed specific skill development: 

• The ability to speak loudly and clearly 

• Working in a group to devise a short scene 

• Expressing emotion non-verbally. 

 
Ten Key Concepts in Performing Arts were introduced: 

• Devising 

• Projection 

• Articulation 

• Rhythm 

• Object Play 

• Scales of Performance 

• Freeze Frame 

• Facial Expression 

• Physicality 

• Character 
 

The ambition of this particular intervention responded to gaps and issues identified in CAPEUK’s 2012 State of The 

Region report  

Specifically: 

 
• Building up arts provision in Bradford for the full range of children and young people in the city. This included work 

with new migrant arrivals and developing a youth theatre infrastructure that catered for the needs of a wider range of 

young people 

 

• Building the capacity of arts practitioners within the community from BME background to work in schools and 

participatory settings. 

 

Bradford Education Achievement Service resourced the activity principally in order to develop good practice in terms of 

literacy development with students who have little cultural engagement with education. 

 

Carlton Bolling College took part to help achieve some of its priority aims including: 

• Accelerating the academic progress of key school groups e.g. New to English/ EAL learners; Year 7 working below 

national expectation 

• Improving attendance 

• Fostering positive attitudes towards schooling. 

A variety of techniques were used to try and address these issues - improvisation, game play, physical and vocal 

exercises, Dhol drumming, mask work, puppetry and costume. 

 

From the outset this intervention was acknowledged to be an experiment. The commissioners had no previous 

knowledge of anything similar being attempted elsewhere in the district, or indeed nationally. It was hoped and  

expected that the pupils who engaged with the programme of workshops would benefit in a number of ways. This was 

reflected in the initial aims of the project. 

 

The evidence for success would be reflected in hard measurable data such as improved scores in literacy and 

attendance. 

 

Improved attendance was certainly seen as an important metric for the Roma/Gypsy pupils in particular. This group of 

pupils, as a whole, is acknowledged to have had difficulty in adapting to UK schooling. 

 

Within Bradford Schools, which have their own particular ethnic ecology, the arrival of ‘new migrant’ children in some 

numbers from areas other than South Asia has tested the capacity of the EAL provision to adapt to the developing 

situation. 

Theatre For Literacy: 
The  detail 

1. 
Context 

2. 
The nature of the activity 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. 
The activity itself 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The impact desired was to foster a sense of engagement and enjoyment of education amongst children who found 

themselves in a new and alien environment. This was seen as a benefit for the whole school. 

 

As a result Groups 1 and 2 were formed to enable pupils in similar circumstances to work together at an activity in 

school, where their deficiency in English language skills did not hamper their engagement in learning. The activity itself 

gave scope for meaning making so that the pupils would discover a reason and a purpose to develop their ability to 

communicate in English. The metric for assessing improvement in literacy for many of these pupils is not as precise as 

for those pupils who have been in UK education throughout their school career. Some of the pupils had no English at 

all on arrival at the school, the assessment of their ability starts off the scale and the achievement of a Grade F 

represents considerable progress. 

 

The Year 7 pupils in Group 3 were selected because, although they were not newly arrived migrant children, they had 

levels of reading, writing, speaking and listening below the expected level 4. It was hoped that engagement with a new 

purposeful activity designed to improve their ability to communicate would stimulate their ability to engage confidently 

with language. It was hoped that the level of literacy assessed regularly since they began schooling would show 

improved scores. 

 

In terms of Carlton Bolling College, the aims of the intervention would be achieved through reflecting on the learning 

accrued by teachers and school leaders and implementing change and development as a result. The desired impact 

would be both in terms of the individual development of the teacher seconded to the project and the way in which 

arrangements for ESOL and EAL were amended and developed in academic year 2013-14 in respect of new migrant 

pupils as a result of lessons learned from the intervention. 

For each workshop group there was a standard pattern of activity: 

 
An introductory session for all the pupils eligible for inclusion in each Group - pupils were able to choose whether to 

participate further or return to classroom based activity. 

 

This model made it possible to identify a ‘control group’ for each of the workshop groups - students of broadly similar 

educational and migrant background who chose not to take part. 

 

The subsequent workshops used tried and tested Performing Arts activities, although all the activities represented a 

new experience for the pupils involved. 

GROUP 1 - 1x2hrs session per week - 17weeks 

GROUP 2 - 1x2hrs session per week - 17 weeks 

GROUP 3 - 1x1hrs session per week - 17weeks 

Whilst Carlton Bolling College includes Drama in its curriculum at Key Stage 3 and offers GCSE Expressive Arts, the 

workshops for Groups 1 and 2 devised by Freedom Studios were designed for pupils with a proficiency in English 

Language that would be insufficient for them to participate meaningfully in the existing Drama curriculum. Group 3 

previously experienced Drama work as part of a Year 7 introductory eight week ‘carousel’ in performing arts activity. 



In respect of Group 1, some fluctuation is detectable amongst the Gypsy/Roma students. The average attendance of 

those who participated in the Group 1 workshop is 87%, for the group who did not participate the average is 73%. 

However, it has to be noted that none of the Workshop participants had an attendance level below 74%. Of the 

non-participants, half had attendance levels below 63%. 

 

Other measures 

Evaluation discussions between Carlton Bolling College leadership and teaching staff, Freedom Studios and IVE 

observers confirms the following impacts: 

 

GROUP 1 (Recent arrivals with extremely limited English): 

• Strong progress in context of Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL) 

• Group learnt to converse 

• Performing Arts activity made them want to empathise and work together 

• The physicality of the activities undertaken provide a focus for concentration (Game play, narrative, vocal and physical 

exercise, music and practical art/design/puppetry/mask work) 

• The concentration required provided a route to conceptual and linguistic development 

• The students did manage to tell their own stories 

• Not sufficient development possible for public performance to be an option. (Inappropriate objective for such a group). 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Data measurables 

In every group the progress in Literacy of students who took part in the sessions has been greater than the “control 

groups” who did not. 

 

Of the 20 pupils in the class from which Group 3 were selected, 10 are recorded as having made progress in Literacy 

over the duration of the workshops. Nine of those undertook the workshop activity. One of the pupils who did not is 

recorded as having made progress in Literacy, while the other eight are recorded as having made no progress. 

 

Group 2 was comprised of Year 8 pupils most of whom had been in the UK for a year. Of the 10 students, eight are 

recorded as having made progress in Literacy over the course, two having remained at the same level. Of the eight 

students who made progress four increased from Level 1 to Level 4 in the course of the intervention. 

 
Group 1 is the most complex to provide measurable data on improvement in Literacy. When assessed on arrival at the 

school none of the 11 pupils had sufficient English to obtain a grade in spoken English. Currently 10 of the group are in 

mainstream education, assessed at Level 2 or above. In comparison with the other eight students with similar lack of 

proficiency in English, who were offered but chose not to take part in the Workshops, three can be identified as not 

having made comparable progress. 

 

Using Attendance data to evaluate the relative success of the intervention in engaging the pupils in learning provides 

little valuable information in respect of Groups 2 and 3. Attendance levels do not vary significantly between pupils of all 

ethnic backgrounds who undertook the workshops and those who did not. 

GROUP 2 (Arrivals 12 months in UK, limited English): 

• Strong progress in Drama skills and Storytelling 

• Developed concept of improvement through  rehearsal 

• Heightened self-awareness as a result of critical reflection on dramatic action 

• Increase in ability to work together and  co-operate 

• Increasing confidence to show work to others. 

 
GROUP 3 (Year 7, UK born – below Level 4): 

• Sessions provided an arena for self expression 

• Estimated 50% pupils responded well to activity demonstrating evidence of personal development 

• Other pupils found experience perplexing in terms of requirements asked of them 

• Peer group pressure/culture a significant factor in determining student response. 

 
The intervention in Year 7 was the most problematic, the students had become ‘incultured’ already in their approach to 

learning, and the development observed was less notable. 

 

Detailed and verbally sophisticated feedback from participant groups is by definition in this case not possible. However 

group feedback discussion, ‘post it note’ individual feedback as well as individual feedback with both Gary Pang and 

Emilie Flower (video documentary maker) all reveal that pupils felt overall very positive about the experience. 

 

Pupils were able to identify and articulate skills they had learnt and qualities they had developed: 

• ‘Talking clearly’ 

• ‘Talking to different people’ 

• ‘Understand the feelings of others’ 

• ‘English gets really very better’ (sic) 

• ‘Perform at different levels’ 

• ‘Body language’ 

• ‘Facial expression’ 

• ‘Know emotions.’ 

4. 
The outcomes 



 
 

THE YOUNG PEOPLE THEMSELVES: 

One pupil from Group 1 said his language has improved: 

Q.  “Was it the drama or was it other classes and help he had received?” 

A.  “No, it was the drama because there was talking and explaining.” 
 

Q. “Did you learn more English in this lesson or in your English lessons?” 

A. “In this lesson, because every time I talk with them, every time.” 

“First I felt scared and shy but now I feel happy.” 

“I like doing my English because they do physical movements and it makes me talk properly and loudly and then 

when we do work and the teacher says ‘now can you read this out’ I can say it properly.” 

 

“I learn more and more English now and people say ‘How do you know that English?’ and I say ‘I learnt it in 

drama.’ ” 

 

FREEDOM STUDIOS: 

DEBORAH DICKINSON - 

“It has helped us discover a way of navigating between the ethnic and cultural identity of the students and them now 

being citizens of Bradford. We have developed our skills and knowledge of working with young people particularly from 

different communities which will help inform our youth theatre provision.” 

 

TOM WRIGHT ON GROUP 1 - 

“Group 1 came on in leaps and bounds in their co-operation and concentration. Based on my experience in the first 

session, where there was no self-control exhibited, no listening and certainly little mutual understanding between us 

compared to the final sessions where they were capable of becoming deeply focused in a task. They are now much 

more able to work together supportively; before there was a great deal of offensive/unsupportive comments, refusals to 

work with certain people, and by the end that had improved markedly.” 

 

TOM WRIGHT ON GROUP 2 - 

“Group 2 improved greatly in performance skills; they were notably improved in their ability to speak in front of a group, 

they were able to develop complex scenes together, and they were able to focus on tasks, in marked contrast to the 

early sessions were they saw our time together as an extension of playtime.” 

 

TOM WRIGHT ON GROUP 3 - 

“I would say half of the group showed marked improvement; two young people especially really grasped the idea of 

character and performance.” 

CARLTON BOLLING COLLEGE: 

GARY PANG - 

“In terms of my own practice the work we did has had an enormous impact. I was very nervous about drama being 

added to my timetable this year, both in terms of the content and how to manage a class. But the past month or so 

has been really enjoyable and the students are getting a lot out of the lessons. 

 

“I use the vocal and physical warm ups that Tom and Shakera used and have incorporated many of the games. I 

started the term by using the techniques Tom taught me about how to get students to generate and then elaborate 

upon their own stories. Students have enjoyed the process and have improvised some impressive pieces. We then 

added scales of performance into the mix and started to work on physicality. 

 

“So overall it has been transformative and beyond drama lessons its put me more at ease in the classroom generally. 

English lessons sometimes flow into drama without me quite planning it. War poetry next with my Year 11 group, so 

the possibilities for some drama work are there I think.” 

 
SIMON MURRAY, ASSISTANT HEADTEACHER - 

“Bradford has a challenging context with children coming to the country from elsewhere and there is a real need for 

work like this to encourage and facilitate change in schools so children become integrated in a way that is not 

politicised. (After this project) our children now have access to a broader range of cultural opportunities and can take 

part in music, art, and film in a way we had previously denied them as we were concentrating on a prosaic way of 

teaching English.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CARLTON BOLLING COLLEGE: 

This project has helped establish the need and identified the context for changes which Carlton Bolling College has 

made. These are: 

• Implemented a new strategy for welcoming new migrant pupils. This involves these students, on arrival, engaging in 

practical cultural activities - Music, Drama, Dance, Visual Arts - that do not present an immediate language barrier that 

prevents engagement and also provide a congenial context for meaningful social and linguistic exchange. 

• Restructured the EAL department to ensure that staff can deliver a broad mix of arts activities. 

• Re-evaluated the existing curriculum for both Beginners and Intermediate students, reconfiguring both programmes   

of study. This has significantly reduced the length of Beginners’ ‘New to English’ programme from 13 weeks to six.    

This has been achieved by creating a ‘nurture group’ that operates with a strong practical basis. This group undertakes 

work in art, music, drama and technology in a six-week cycle. It is clear that progress in terms both of SEAL and 

academic achievement is better accelerated by a breadth of arts activities. At Intermediate level a similar strategy has 

been introduced. Students now have Drama timetabled as part of the programme of study and have regular 

opportunities to study for a wide range of BTEC qualifications including Food, Art, Technology and Drama. 

• Set itself the target of achieving Artsmark 

• Increased drama provision to once a week for all KS3 throughout the  year. 

5. 
The voices of those taking part 

6. 
What has changed following the project? 



FREEDOM STUDIOS: 

For Freedom Studios, the ‘purposeful enquiry’ conducted at Carlton Bolling College was an extremely valuable piece of 

work that has changed their practice in the following ways: 

• Developed their skills and knowledge of working with young people particularly those with little or no English 

• Discovered new ways of working that respond to the particular needs of a group and the individuals within it 

• Honed and developed the co-facilitation skills of Tom Wright and Shakera Ahad 

• Discovered ways of working with newly arrived students that navigate the dual identity of their own cultural and 

ethnic heritage and being a citizen of Bradford 

• Enabled greater understanding of current school environments 

• The development of a transferable model to work with schools to help newly arrived students with little or no English 

gain confidence and self-esteem and a desire to communicate enabling them to integrate into lessons and the school 

community 

 

Freedom Studios’ Youth Theatre was launched in Spring 2014, the project is working with Gary Pang and the Drama 

Department with a longer-term strategy to build a network of Youth Theatre activity across the district that enables 

young people’s stories to be  told. 

 

Freedom Studios is exploring the possibility of working with an EAL specialist to look at the ways that the performing 

arts work that Freedom Studios delivers could be adjusted and focused to have more impact on literacy developed. 

 

Freedom Studios is now in touch with Bradford Council’s Children’s Services and the ‘Sanctuary in Schools’ project to 

explore ways that the company could deliver relevant packages of work in the local authority. 

 

IVE: 

During the course of the intervention it became clear that Drama teachers in the district were not in regular contact with 

each other. The development of the subject across the district has been neglected over a considerable period of time. 

IVE is seeking to develop opportunities for greater interaction between teachers and practitioners, with a view to 

increasing the contribution drama and theatre activity can make to children’s literacy and to their social and cultural 

education. 

• Embed an identified teacher in the whole of the intervention 

• Enable the teacher to be involved in planning the intervention 

• Teacher participates fully in the process and has class activity with pupils outside intervention 

• Alternative provision for pupils who did not wish to participate 

• Two external practitioners preferable – one male, one female - for cultural reasons 

• A ‘behaviour’ contract between pupils and  leaders 

• Not classroom based – same suitable safe adequate space available each week 

• Sufficient time (15 weeks min) and duration (2 hour sessions) 

 
2. Key practical ingredients for successful drama work: 

• Strong, regular pattern of vocal and physical warm up at start of session communicated a clear indication that this 

was a different discipline to classroom based learning - valuable starting point 

• All activity was explicitly directed towards developing powers of concentration, co-operation and self-confidence 

• Use of masks, costume and puppetry – devices used to ‘unlock’ and liberate communication 

• Development of ‘characterisation’, increasing pupil ability to empathise with others. 

 
3. A programmatic approach that deliberately focussed on key objectives: 

• Instrumental objectives - specific measurable goals relating to skill development, conceptual development and 

knowledge. 

• Aesthetic learning - skills, concepts and knowledge relating to the art form 

• Personal and social learning - skills concepts and knowledge relating to self and self/others areas of learning 

provided in both the symbolic and real dimensions of the drama 

• Expressive objectives - unspecific, indeterminate goals relating to the student's development of attitudes and values 

that may or may not occur through involvement in dramatic action

 
 
 

 
 

1. Key positive ingredients for project management: 

• Supportive and inspirational leadership from Assistant Head Simon Murray - support from a senior member of staff in 

a position of authority enabled the project to be taken seriously 

• Experienced and highly competent external theatre workers from Freedom Studios who established strong and 

well-disciplined relationships with the teachers and pupils involved 

• Theatre workers who were able to adjust and adapt their practice to the needs of the particular pupils who 

participated 

• Pupils who were prepared to take the risk to participate in new activities 

• A teacher who was willing creatively to explore his own practice, participate fully and enthusiastically and work 

supportively alongside the theatre workers 

• Regular meetings with stakeholders to review progress and monitor the development of the project 

• The establishment of access to sufficient space and facilities that enabled the work to progress undisturbed 

 

For further information about the project please contact: 

IVE - Sarah Mumford - 0113 322 3050 

Freedom Studios - Deborah Dickinson - 01274 730077 

Carlton Bolling College - Simon Murray - 01274 633111 

 

More information on the organisations involved, please visit their websites: 

IVE -  www.weareive.org 

Freedom Studios - www.freedomstudios.co.uk 

Carlton Bolling College - www.carltonbolling.co.uk 

Bradford Metropolitan District Council - www.bradford.gov.uk 

7. 
Key elements to replicate the project in other settings 

8. 
Further information 

http://www.freedomstudios.co.uk/
http://www.carltonbolling.co.uk/
http://www.bradford.gov.uk/

