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SHOWTIME

The Phantom of the Opera, The Lion King,
Mamma Mia... These musicals have been
running in London’s West End for such a long
time - Phantom is now in its 26th year - that
they’ve become part of the British public
consciousness. Even ifyou haven’t seen these
shows, you can probably name their writers or
protagonists and even hum some of their songs.
You may not be aware, however, that all these
musicals and many others currently running in
the West End have accompanying education
packs stuffed full of practical ideas that you can
use in the classroom to motivate and inspire
your students. Of course, taking your class to
see a West End show isn’t cheap, but there is
undoubtedly a huge amount to be gained from
taking children to see live theatre if the resources
are available - and the shows’ accompanying
education packs mean that you can potentially
build a whole term’s work around the visit.
Linda Turner is education manager at the
theatre education charity Mousetrap Theatre
Projects (mousetrap.orguk), which produces
education packs on behalf of a number of West
End shows. She believes that seeing live theatre
‘opens up young people’s imaginations’, giving
them insight not just into the worlds being created
on stage, but also into the theatre industry itself.

musicteachermagazine.co.uk

“We're always trying to get them to look at all
the different creative roles that go into making
theatre, so that they don’t think this thing they’re
seeing on stage is the only creative element’,
she says - adding that young people might be

inspired by music-related careers they didn’t
know existed, from pit musicians and musical
directors to composers and sound engineers.
Helen Cadbury, who has written education
resource packs for a wide range of shows,
including West End musicals, points to ‘all the
transferable skills and the additional learning
that can go on from a visit to the theatre’.
This might mean researching the history of
1970s music after a visit to Mamma Mia,
or exploring how music is used to develop
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character in The Lion King or The Phantom of
the Opera.

Many education packs provide information
or activities to help prepare young people for
their visit to the theatre. One such example is
the study guide accompanying We Will Rock
You, the musical based around the songs of the
rock group Queen, which gives background
information about the story and the major
characters.

It can also be valuable to discuss children’s
expectations around what a live theatre
performance will be like and how they should
behave at the theatre. The Wizard of Oz has its
final performance in the West End this month,
but its study guide will still be available and offers
some excellent suggestions about preparing
young people for a theatre visit. It asks children

to think about other performances they might
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have seen, such as nativity plays or assemblies,
and consider the professional production

in a similar light. The fact that the music in
the show is played live, by ‘real’ musicians, is
also flagged up - a visit to a West End show
might be a child’s first experience of live music
played professionally, so has the potential to
be an important staging post in their musical
education. Cadbury, who co-wrote the study
guide to The Wizard of Oz, explains that ‘to
make sure young people enjoy live theatre we
mustn’t assume they’re all used to going to it.
The difference for young people who've had
some preparation and those who haven’t is
enormous’.

If a visit to the theatre isn’t possible, plenty
of excellent work can be done in the classroom
using shows’ education packs alone or in
conjunction with other resources. Most packs

et

are free to download from the individual shows’
websites, so teachers can read a wide range
of different study guides and hand pick the
activities and ideas that will best suit them and
their students.

West End shows offer a great framework
for introducing young people to new genres
of music. The DVD that accompanies the
education pack of The Lion King, for example,
shows former Blue Peter presenter Matt
Baker in conversation with one of the show’s
percussionists, who explains the importance
of African drumming in the show. The show’s
pack for primary schools outlines some of the
traits of African music. Teachers could play the
soundtrack to The Lion King or some traditional
African music to children, before asking them
to practise features such as different rhythms or
call and response. Putting potentially challenging
aspects of music theory in context makes them
not just more accessible, but also fun. Given that
most children will already be familiar with some
of the songs from The Lion King from having
watched the animated film, this show could be
an easy starting point for teachers looking to
explore West End musicals in lessons.

musicteachermagazine.co.uk
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Education packs can also be valuable when
it comes to exploring ideas about how music
can be used in storytelling. The study guide to
The Phantom of the Opera prompts teachers
to play songs to the pupils from the musical’s
soundtrack and analyse the different ways that
they affect the listener. ‘How do you think the
composer makes you feel a certain way (what
instruments are used, what rhythms, what
harmonies, etc)?’ is one suggested point for
discussion. The pack also contains information
on the plot and characters of the show, so
teachers will find themselves well equipped to
guide students through these questions. Many
songs tell a story, of course, but the narrative
framework surrounding songs in musical theatre
makes them a particularly good springboard for
this type of discussion.

Experienced teachers - those who have been
teaching the same material for a number of years
- may find that education packs can help them

to invigorate their approach to a particular topic.

The study guide to Grease (which is no longer
running in the West End, but will be touring the
UK until 30 December) includes an activity page
on ‘writing your own teenage love song’ that

musicteachermagazine.co.uk

uses songs from the musical as a novel route

into the songwriting element of GSCE music. An

additional activity involves the opening of the

song Those Magic Changes, prompting students

to write lyrics for the melody section and
compose new music to continue the song.

Education packs are also a fantastic resource

for primary school teachers who feel nervous
at the idea of teaching music at all. Teach First
ambassador Isobel Marshall, who taught at
Oasis Academy Shirley Park in Croydon before
moving to Uganda to work with music charity
Sound Foundation, describes how education
packs can ‘act as a scaffold’ for teachers who

lack confidence in their own musicality. The Lion

King’s primary study guide is particularly helpful
for those hoping to build their confidence, as it
outlines learning objectives, a lesson plan and
extension activities.

Whether you're already a fan of musical
theatre or will be discovering it alongside your
students, the education packs of West End
shows provide an exciting opportunity to bring
new activities and ideas into the classroom. To
quote Irving Berlin, one of the great musical
theatre lyricists of the 20th century: ‘There’s no
business like show business... Let’s go on with
the show!”
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One of the best educatlon packs ava|lab|e to classroom music teachers is the one that

in 1999 and has been runnmg there ever since. Featunng music by EltonJohn and Iyncs byT|m
Rice, a score by Hans Zimmer and choral arrangements by Lebo M, the show offers a great
introduction to African- style music. D|sney has produced separate education packs for pnmary, ,

and secondary level, whlch give useful mformatlon on how activities link to the UK’s national
curriculums. A DVD is also avallablewh|ch glves students behmd-the -scenes access to the show,

_ Givey your students a novel |ntroduct|on to the world ofo opera via The Phantom QF the Opera
 which tells how a beautlful soprano becomes the obsession of a mysterious and deFormed
cretive existence at the Paris Opera. The show which opened at
1986, has played to over 100 million people in 27 countries worldW|de
- all shest box office takmgs of all time for any film or stage play. Andrew

- Lloyd Webber‘s score is often described asa rock opera’ rather than a musical because like an
vopera, itis almost entlrely through sung The productlon s study gmde encourages students e

Mamma Mia, which has run at various West End theatres srnce 1999 lS
agood example of the genre known as the jukebox musical’ A jukebo
~ musical is a show that uses prevrously released songsi
ound the songs of 1970s Swedish pop
- group ABBA, mcludmg the|r hits ‘Dancmg Queen Take a Chance on
~ Me and Money, Money, Money Students may have seen the 2008
ow, which starred Meryl Streep. Mamma
:“ Mia’s education pack e plores the music ofthe 19705 examlnrng the

its score. Mamm
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