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Introduction
These teachers’ notes have been designed to assist you with classroom preparation in relation to the performance of
The Red Tree. We hope that this resource will assist your students to further enjoy and enhance their performing
arts experience back in the classroom. The activities are designed for students from Years 5-10.
NSW Board of Studies Syllabi has been used as guides for the planning of these activities. You should
adapt the activities to suit the student age and stage of your class and the curriculum foci and outcomes
used in your school.
Some websites are suggested throughout this resource. It is recommended that you first visit the sites and assess
the suitability of the content for your particular school environment before setting the activities based on these.

Performance Description and Synopsis
This performance is a musical adaptation of the children’s picture book The Red Tree, by Shaun Tan, written by Hilary
Bell and with music by Greta Gertler Gold. Tan’s intention in writing The Red Tree, was to create a children’s picture
book that was more about a character’s inner experiences than the telling of a story, as in more traditional
narratives. Through the character of Ava, Tan explores emotions such as anxiety, loneliness, isolation and sadness
but always with a message about the importance of hope. While Tan acknowledges the ‘dark’ themes in this work,
many children will relate to some of the experiences of Ava and may feel some comfort in knowing that feelings such
as sadness, loneliness, anxiety or isolation are not unusual and that many people feel this way at different times in
their lives.

Gold and Bell have collaborated to adapt Tan’s book into a magical musical theatre experience. In their faithful
adaptation of Tan’s picture book, Bell and Gertler Gold, have written music and lyrics that extend on Tan’s evocative
illustrations and minimal text to express Ava’s inner experiences as she struggles to leave her room. Under the
direction of Neil Gooding, a team of designers and creatives have designed sets, lighting and puppetry to create the
magical and surreal experiences in Ava’s imagination. This production gives children a strong message of hope. As
Ava journeys through the play, the audience is and reminded of the importance of knowing ourselves and being alert
to the world around us as this awareness can help us to see positive opportunities that might be overlooked.
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Classroom Context and Curriculum Links
This performance provides the classroom teacher with many opportunities for learning activities that link to the
following curriculum areas: English, Creative Arts (Drama, Music)
STAGE 3 ENGLISH OUTCOMES AND RELATED CONTENT
EN3-1A
communicates effectively for a variety of audiences and
purposes using increasingly challenging topics, ideas, issues and
language forms and features



EN3-3
uses an integrated range of skills, strategies and knowledge to
read, view and comprehend a wide range of texts in different
media and technologies

Respond to read and view texts

interpret picture books, comic strips and sequences of digital
images which do not contain written text

use comprehension strategies to interpret and analyse
information and ideas, comparing content from a variety of
textual sources including media and digital texts (ACELY1703,
ACELY1713)

recognise how aspects of personal perspective influence
responses to text

summarise a text and evaluate the intended message or
theme

analyse and evaluate the way that inference is used in a text
to build understanding in imaginative, informative and
persuasive texts




use appropriate metalanguage to identify and describe
relationships between and among texts
develop criteria to evaluate the effectiveness of spoken texts
use metalanguage to describe the effects of ideas, text
structures and language features on particular
audiences (ACELT1795)

ENGLISH STAGE 4/5 OUTCOMES
EN4-1A
responds to and composes texts for understanding, interpretation,
critical analysis, imaginative expression and pleasure



recognise, reflect on, interpret and explain the
connections between their own experiences and the world
in texts



consider and analyse the ways their own experience
affects their responses to texts



explore and appreciate the aesthetic qualities in their own
and other texts and the power of language to
communicate information, ideas, feelings and viewpoints

EN5-1A
responds to and composes increasingly sophisticated and sustained
texts for understanding, interpretation, critical analysis, imaginative
expression and pleasure



appreciate, explain and respond to the aesthetic qualities
and the power of language in an increasingly
sophisticated range of texts



explore real and imagined (including virtual) worlds
through close and wide reading and viewing of
increasingly demanding texts
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STAGE 3 DRAMA OUTCOMES AND INDICATORS
DRAS3.1
Develops a range of in-depth and sustained roles.




DRAS3.2
Interprets and conveys dramatic meaning by using the
elements of drama and a range of movement and voice
skills in a variety of drama forms.






DRAS3.3
Devises, acts and rehearses drama for performance to
an audience.




takes on a range of roles challenging character stereotypes, depicting
empathy, different and contrasting attitudes and status
collaborates to convey dramatic meaning by responding abstractly to
represent ideas, feelings, objects and situations.
responds confidently with gesture, movement and voice skills to a range
of scripts and
other texts to structure the narrative or episodes and build on the action
of the drama
interprets a dramatic context through the use of a combination of
various drama forms
combines and manages the elements of drama, for example: tension,
contrast, symbol,
time, space, focus and mood to communicate the depth of meaning of
their drama work.
devises drama in collaboration with others using scripted and unscripted
material as resources for drama performances
devises, rehearses and acts in drama using voice and movement skills
to convey meaning to an audience.

STAGE 4/5 DRAMA OUTCOMES

Students will develop knowledge, understanding
and skills, individually and collaboratively, through
making drama that explores a range of imagined
and created situations in a collaborative drama and
theatre environment.
Students will develop knowledge, understanding
and skills, individually and collaboratively,
through appreciating the meaning and function of
drama and theatre in reflecting the personal, social,
cultural, aesthetic and political aspects of the human
experience.

Outcome 4.1.1:
A student identifies and explores the elements of drama to
develop belief and clarity in character, role, situation and action.
Outcome 5.1.1:
A student manipulates the elements of drama to create belief,
clarity and tension in character, role, situation and action.

Outcome 4.3.1:
A student identifies and describes elements of drama, dramatic
forms, performance styles, techniques and conventions in drama.
Outcome 5.3.1:
A student responds to, reflects on and evaluates elements of
drama, dramatic forms, performance styles, dramatic techniques and theatrical
conventions.

STAGE 3 MUSIC OUTCOMES AND INDICATORS
Listening

STAGE 4/5 MUSIC OUTCOMES
develop knowledge, understanding and skills in the
musical concepts through listening as a means of
extending aural awareness and communicating ideas
about music in social, cultural and historical contexts

MUS3.4

Identifies the use of musical concepts and symbols in a range of musical
styles

discusses musical concepts in a piece of known music.

4.7 demonstrates an understanding of musical concepts through listening, observing,
responding, discriminating, analysing, discussing and recording musical ideas
5.7 demonstrates an understanding of musical concepts through the analysis,
comparison, and critical discussion of music from different stylistic, social, cultural
and historical contexts
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Pre- Performance Activities
1 The Red Tree
Ask your students if any of them have read The Red Tree or any other books by the
author Shaun Tan. Provide your students with the following link to Tan’s website and ask
them to work in pairs or small groups to collect information that they find interesting
about this author:
http://www.shauntan.net/
As they visit the various links, ask each group to notice the visual design of the pages
and to read the ideas and information. Each pair or group is to share some information
that they find interesting about Shaun Tan and his work.
Share the information collected from the groups.

Read The Red Tree with your students. Allow plenty of time for your students to view the
illustrations. As they look at the images, ask them to share what they notice and what
they are wondering about the illustrations. Once you have finished, ask your students to
respond to the following questions:





What was this story about?
Why does Ava find it hard to leave her room?
What moments or images do you remember from Ava’s journey? Why did these
moments or images stand out for you?
What did Ava learn by the end of the story?

Ask your students to complete a pair and share activity. Each student talks about time that they
have felt like Ava. Some volunteers may like to share their experiences.
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2 Who is Ava?
Ask your students to find somewhere in the space to work individually. Explain that they will be
doing some acting where they will pretend to be Ava and this will mean that everyone will need
to hold a frozen pose. To practice being focused and very still, call out some actions like wriggle,
jump, dance etc. and then call freeze. Start with being frozen for ten seconds and increase this
to thirty seconds to help your students practice their skills of focus and control of movement.
To help your students understand what it means to become another character, ask them to step
from the spot they are standing on to either their left or right when becoming Ava and then back
to their original spot when becoming themselves.
Read and/or show your students the following lyrics from the performance of The Red Tree
This is Ava
A shy girl,
Alone in a crowd.
Adrift on an ocean.
This is Ava
A lost girl,
A dreamy girl
Afraid of her nightmares.
Ask your students to sit and close their eyes and as your read the lyrics aloud, ask them to
imagine what Ava might look like. Explain that everyone can have their own imagined version of
Ava. Ask your students to see Ava in their imaginations in different poses that correspond to the
lines in the lyrics.
After your students have finished this imagination exercise. Ask them to stand. As you say each
line, the students step from their spot into role as Ava, adopting a frozen pose that they think
best shows Ava in that moment.
When you have finished, explain to your students that they will create a gallery of sculptures of
Ava. Ask your students to sit on the floor and choose one of the poses that they created,
preferably the one that they liked the best. Read each line from the lyrics again, one line at a
time. As you read the lines from the lyrics aloud, the students stand and hold their pose for ten
seconds. When every student has shown a pose, ask the class to reflect on what the noticed
about the different versions of Ava.
Finish this activity by building a tableau or frozen picture that represents all the different aspects
of Ava mentioned in the lyrics. Start with 6-8 students so the rest of the class can watch. Add to
this number by asking volunteers to create new poses that might show other aspects of Ava not
mentioned in the lyrics. As volunteers add to the tableau, ask them to explain their offer and ask
the class what they notice about how the image changes as volunteers add to the tableau.
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3 Who am I?
Explain to your students that they will use some of the techniques of poetry to write a poem
about themselves. Ask your students to sit in a space on their own and to think of answers to the
following questions:
How would you describe yourself? What makes you excited? What makes you laugh? What
makes you unhappy? What makes you tense? What makes you relax? What are your favourite
things to do when on your own?
Using similes, write or verbally share some comparisons between yourself and other things. For
example:
I am like a skateboard flying fast and high.
or
I am like a stone still and strong.
Using the lyrics extract from activity 2 as an example, ask your students to work in pairs. Each
pair will work collaboratively to create and share a short poem about each person in the pair. As
the teacher, you might create and share a short poem about yourself to demonstrate how to
complete this task. You could ask your students for ideas about how they might describe you.
When your students have created their poem about themselves, ask them to work in small
groups or in pairs. Each person reads or presents their own poem and their partner or group
members create frozen poses to represent the person that the poem is about.
Once each group has had time to rehearse, sit the class in an audience formation and watch the
presentations. Encourage the students holding poses to use facial expression and poses with
energy and control. Reflect on what the class may have learned about each other that is new.
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4 My Bedroom
In this activity, your students will use skills of improvisation to collaborate and create
representations of their bedrooms by using their bodies to become furniture and objects.
Ask your students to share what it is that they like about their bedrooms and why this
space in their home is somewhere that they enjoy spending time.
To help your students prepare for the physical work in this activity, ask them to copy you
as you demonstrate the following:









Stand tall and reach both arms up above your head keeping your feet flat on the
floor.
Stand with your legs as wide apart as you can without falling over and stretch both
arms out to either side with your palms up, like you are pushing something away from
you.
Wriggle you whole body like it is made jelly
Sit on the floor and try to touch your toes.
Go on all fours and stretch like a dog does after waking up
Stay on all fours and arch your back like a cat and tuck your chin under towards your
chest
Lie flat on the floor and stretch your arms and legs in all directions.

Divide the class into groups of 6. Explain that you will call out the names of items of
furniture and the group must become that item of furniture by using their bodies. You
may like to ask one group to demonstrate how this might be done. Allow only 5 seconds
for the groups to create each item of furniture. Some suggestions are:
A chair on wheels, a tidy desk, a messy desk, a wardrobe full of clothes, a mirror, a box
of toys, a computer, a cosy bed.
Ask the groups to repeat being the items of furniture but this time adding sounds and
maybe a word or phrase that captures the quality of the item. For example, a tidy desk
might say “Shut the drawer please!” and a broken armchair might groan and cough.
Ask the class to contribute ideas for what types of furniture, toys etc that they think would
be in Ava’s room. Ask for volunteers to use their bodies to create the bedroom they
imagine Ava might have using words and sounds to add mood and atmosphere.
Moving back into groups of 6, ask each group to prepare and rehearse a short
performance where one group member’s bedroom is created by the group acting as
furniture and objects in the room. When each group presents, the group member whose
bedroom is being represented pretends to arrive home from school and they enter the
bedroom and interact with the items. This can lead to very funny situations as the owner
of the bedroom interacts with the furnishings and objects.
Ask for volunteer groups to show their work to the class.
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5 Going to the Theatre
To introduce your students to ideas about theatre or to extend their knowledge and
understanding, complete the following activities.
Have a class discussion about what a theatre is. Ask your students to work in small groups to
complete the following questions and tasks:






What do you know about theatre?
Name some of the jobs that people have when working in the theatre. Explain what
they do.
What questions do you have about theatre?
Where can you find more information about theatre?
Ask each group to feed back to the class.

You might like to show your class some Google images of theatres, stage spaces or theatre
performances. Ask your students to identify some of the similar features of theatres and stage
space seen in the images. The image below is of the set design for The Red Tree. Display the
image and ask your students to follow the thinking routine See –Think-Wonder using the prompt
questions provided.




See – What do I see in this image?
Think – What do I think about what I see?
Wonder – What questions do I have about what I see?
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Ask your students to share stories about times they have been to the theatre or
stories about plays of performances they have participated in. They might do this in
small groups or with a partner. As a class, share some of these stories.



If you teach students in lower primary, the following link provides some fun interactive
activities related to theatre:
Kids Work! - Theatre
http://knowitall.org/kidswork/theater/history/index.html



If you are teaching students in upper primary or lower secondary, ask them to
complete a short research task on the history of theatre buildings. The following link
is a possible starting point:
http://www.theatrestrust.org.uk/resources/exploring-theatres/what-makes-a-theatre



Have a class discussion about going to the theatre and how this type of
entertainment might be different to watching television or a movie. Create a list of
similarities and differences between watching a play in a theatre, watching a film in a
cinema and watching a film on television at home.
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Interviews with the Director, Writer and Composer
The information provided below is suitable for upper primary and lower secondary
students. The director, writer and composer have responded to some questions about
The Red Tree. For fun, ask some students to act as the practitioners and others as
interviewers. Print copies of the interviews for the students to work with. Allow them time
to rehearse their interview and then present the interviews to the class. As an extension
to this activity, the students playing the roles of the theatre practitioners can stay in
character and using skills of improvisation, answer other questions created by the class.

Writer – Hilary Bell
What attracted you to this project?
The chance to write a show for this age group (10 – 15 year olds). There’s a lot out there
for littlies, and a lot for adults, but not much for this demographic. My kids are 14 and 16,
and as I wrote I was thinking of them and their friends. Also, I was excited at the
prospect of creating a new musical, as music theatre is a great love of mine. And of
course, the book is so mysterious, inviting very personal interpretations, and in its
deceptive simplicity so full of hope.
What can audiences expect of The Red Tree?
Expect to be moved by the courage of this sensitive little girl – and to be charmed by the
wonderful Nicola Bowman. Expect to be astonished at the inventive and beautiful design.
And expect to have Greta’s incredibly catchy music stuck in your head for days
afterwards.
How do you feel the stage show is different from the book?
The essential difference is that we have overlaid a narrative, however simple, on the
book. In our interpretation, the girl (whom we’ve called Ava) decides she’s not going to
leave her room, and while she travels through the book’s fabulous landscapes, these are
manifestations of how she feels, rather than actual locations.
The other major difference is the text: where the book has a total of maybe 50 words,
Ava sings her way through 15 songs, accompanied by a band. I felt it should be sung
rather than spoken partly because, with only one actor on stage, the alternative would be
an hour-long monologue. I couldn’t imagine how this would be entertaining, especially for
young people. Also, music being so emotional, I knew it would carry a lot of the drama –
both on its own terms and in relation to the lyrics.
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How is the process of writing the libretto different to writing a standard play?
Very different! You need to find the moments that demand to be sung as opposed to
spoken, and then encapsulate those with an conceptual ’hook’, as well as rhyme, rhythm
and structure. A song is like a little play, with its own three-act structure and a trajectory
over which the character evolves and things move forward. You also need to ensure
there’s variety from one song to the next, especially with only one character.
What advice would you give to emerging writers?
See as much theatre as you can. Read as many plays as you can. Find ways to mount
your work in front of audiences, however rudimentary the production. There’s nothing like
monitoring the responses of different audiences to your work if you want to learn about
playwriting. If you can find someone to develop alongside – a director or an actor, for
instance – that can be a great help. And I would encourage any writer, at any stage of
their career, to make themselves part of a community of playwrights. I am part of a group
called 7-ON, comprised of six others who are both colleagues and friends, and having
that support and understanding is invaluable.

Composer – Greta Gertler Gold
What attracted you to this project?
I was thrilled that Hilary invited me to collaborate with her, in creating a work of musical
theatre. I have been a huge fan of her work for years and have always wanted to work
with her. Also, the fact that the piece is based on such beautiful inspiring work by Shaun
Tan is a big draw. In recent years, my work has veered more and more in the direction of
musical theatre and I am passionate about trying to create something compelling and
new in that genre. Also, having the chance to work in and explore Parramatta (wow - the
food is amazing!), and to be back, working on a new musical project in Australia after
many years abroad.
What can audiences expect of The Red Tree?
A musical, theatrical, emotional, visually stunning, prog-rock extravaganza for all!
How do you feel the show differentiates from the book?
The book is extremely impressionistic and whimsical and open, narratively. Each page is
a work of art and the reader can spend as much or as little time with and interpret it as
they like. In creating a work for theatre, in which the audience is “captive” in their seats
for 60-70 minutes, we’ve taken a more traditional, narrative approach. The music ranges
from accessible to ambiguous to funny to dark to trippy... reflecting the lead character’s
huge, emotional journey.
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How different is it working on this type of music as opposed to composing with
Tim Freedman and writing your own music?
Creating a work of musical theatre such as ’The Red Tree' is very different, but draws
upon many aspects of songwriting for the rock, pop, singer-songwriter worlds. In writing
my own music for myself as an artist, I have had completely free rein - this can be
difficult as there is often no “sounding board” or collaborator, and it has often felt a bit
isolating to try to do it, but it’s also been an amazingly strengthening, grounding process
for me. I’ve found the world of musical theatre way more collaborative and less lonely,
with a lot more structure involved (development, workshops, readings, etc.) than the
free-form world of independent music-making. It’s been fascinating to explore and learn
about the elements of theatre…they seem like a new orchestra to me! Especially, living
in New York City, I think it was inevitable that the world of theatre would seep into my
songwriting. It started with various “characters” popping up in songs. I wondered who
they were. I wanted to know more about them, and what the story was that they were
part of. This process now totally compels me as a songwriter and I’m thrilled to be
working on a few large, narrative pieces.

Director – Neil Gooding
What attracted you to this project?
I love working at Riverside Theatre, have been very keen to work with NTOFP, and I
loved Shaun Tan’s book when I read it. So it was a pretty easy decision really. Having
Hilary Bell on board as the writer and adaptor has been hugely exciting
What can audiences expect of The Red Tree?
We want to make sure that fans of the book can recognise the iconic images and themes
of the book. But obviously, the book has very little text. So our mission has been to flesh
out the girl at the centre of the story, and to take the audience on an interesting and
detailed journey through her inner world and imagination.
How do you feel the show differentiates from the book?
The stage show is framed on the basis that our main character actually does not leave
her room for the day. She can’t face school, or the outside world. So, we take the
audience on a journey into her mind and her imagination. She still travels to all of the
amazing worlds and places in the book, but only through her imagination.
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Post – Performance Activities
Recounting The Red Tree (lower primary)
In this activity, your students will create a series of freeze frames to recount the performance of
The Red Tree.
To check your students’ recollection ask them to participate in the following warm up activity.





Who can remember what happened in the play?
Find somewhere in the space to work with two people. Choose one moment from
the play that you liked the most. Using your body shape and facial expression,
show me a frozen image of that moment from the play.
What is one sound or movement made in this moment?

Allow the groups time to prepare. Ask each group to show their image. As each image is shown,
ask a volunteer to interpret what they see as the situation (what is happening?) in the image.

Reviewing The Red Tree – (upper Primary/lower
secondary)
The purpose of a theatre review is to DISCUSS the strengths and areas for improvement
of a theatre performance. Use the following questions and tasks to help you write a draft
of your review of The Red Tree
1. What are your initial responses to the performance? Often using a rating out of ten or
twenty helps you to find where your initial reaction sits. By answering the rest of the
questions you will be able to identify specifically the strengths and weaknesses of the
performance.
2. Briefly summarise the narrative journey or plot of the performance.
3. What were the key issues and themes?
4. How effectively were the themes and issues addressed? Describe one example from
the performance where you felt a theme or issue was communicated powerfully.
What dramatic strategies were used to convey this?
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5. Describe the overall look of the production. How did this directorial/design contribute
to your enjoyment of the performance?
6. Describe any specific features of the set design that you thought were especially
effective.
7. What sounds/music or multi-media was used in the performance? How effective were
these choices? Describe and explain one example of an effective choice from the
performance.
8. Analyse the acting in the performance. How clearly was character/role established?
How strong was the use of focus, commitment and belief? Comment on the
performers and their effective use of the expressive skills of voice and/or movement.

1. Music and Character
In The Red Tree the composer Greta Gertler Gold has used music to convey the
experiences of Ava and to create certain mood
Ask your students to work in small groups. Each group is to choose two contrasting
moments in the performance where the music created two very different moods. Ask
your groups to identify how duration, pitch, dynamics, tones, structures and textures
contributed to helping the audience engage with the experiences of the character, Ava.
Ask your students to work in pairs. Each pair is to find a song from a musical that they
feel expresses the experiences of a character from that musical. Some suggestions are
Wicked, Matilda, Oliver, Aladdin
Using your student’s examples from musicals, ask them to compare their examples with
the music in The Red Tree. What are the similarities and differences? Ask your students
to share their ideas with the class.
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2. Creating Imaginary Worlds
Sit the class in a circle and explain to your students that in this activity they will use their
bodies and voices to create shapes and sounds to create imaginary places. If you would
prefer, this could be a creative writing exercise.
Ask the class to recall and describe the places in Ava’s imagination that they saw in the
production of The Red Tree. You may wish to use the illustrations Shaun Tan’s book to
help your students remember the various locations and to stimulate their imaginations.
Ask your students to explain why Ava’s imagination took her to the various locations and
what these places meant to her.
Ask the class to close their eyes and to imagine a place that they would like to visit. This
is a fictional place they create, and can be as weird and wonderful as your students
would like. When they have finished imagining their place, ask them to represent this
place so it can be shared and communicated with others, for example as a written
description, a drawing, as a model made out of card or toy blocks or by arranging some
of the drama space blocks and chairs.
Divide the class into two or three large groups. Each group member shares their
imagined place with the group. Encourage your students to use descriptive language to
communicate the features of this place including colours, sounds, objects, creatures and
people. When each group member has shared their ideas, they are to choose one. The
group will collaborate to create the imagined location in the classroom space. The rest of
the class will visit this place. As the groups prepare, ask them to answer the following
questions to help them shape and control their ideas:





What objects are in this place and how might the group use body shape and
movement to be these objects?
What creatures and/or characters are in this place? Why are they there and how
might they interact with a visitor?
What is the mood or feeling of this place? How might you adjust movement, body
shape, vocal sounds to create this mood?
How might this place help a person. After a person visits this place, what might they
know, be able to do or feel?
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3. Facing Fear
In this activity, your students can either work with a partner to create their own picture
book or work in groups to act out a story using a series of freeze frames.
Ask the class to think about times when being frightened has been helpful and times
when being frightened has not been helpful. Share some of your own experiences and
ask your students to think about times when their fears were unhelpful. Ask the class to
think about The Red Tree, and the things that Ava was frightened of. How were Ava’s
fears unhelpful?
Depending on your students’ interests, explain that their task is to create a short
narrative that shows how a character is fearful of something at the beginning of the story
that prevents them from enjoying their life but by the end of the story they overcome this
fear. The following link to the Brave Program might be useful as it provides children from
Yrs 8- 18 with an interactive site that offers strategies for dealing with fear and anxiety:
https://brave4you.psy.uq.edu.au/child-program

Use the following narrative planning sheet to help your students create and develop their
ideas.
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Planning a Narrative

Title of Our Play or
Story:______________________________________________________________

Characters:
Who is the main character? What is their name? How old are they?
Who are other characters in your story? How to they help or not help your main character?
Are there any imaginary creatures in your story?

Answer the following questions to help you create your narrative:

Orientation:





Where does the story take place?
What happens at the start of the story?
What does the main character want or need?
What is the fear that the main character needs to overcome?

Complication:





What stands in the way of the character overcoming their fear?
As they try to avoid their fear, what happens?
How does avoiding their fear make things worse?
What other characters might help your main character overcome their fear?

Resolution:



What are the choices the character/s face?
What decisions do they make to overcome their fear?
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