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about how far theatre for children has come since |
started fifty years ago. More product than ever for
small-scale, middle-scale and even large-scale theatres.
More theatres and theatre directors making work for
children an integral part of their programming. More
practitioners — actors, writers, directors, designers,
composers — viewing children’s theatre as a career
rather than as a step on the ladder. More acceptance
within our profession that work for children is
important, both in terms of entertaining and inspiring
children today, and in helping create the adult audience
of the future.

There are still problems, of course. Theatre
critics and arts editors still don’t give enough
attention or space to the work. Not enough
training establishments give students information or
experience in the field. Funding is still a headache
for most children’s theatre companies. The general
public and schools are too conservative in their
choice of shows to be seen, so big, commercial titles
still hold sway.

Most worrying of all is the government’s apparent

determination to sideline arts subjects in schools.
In primary schools teachers are under pressure to
improve test results in reading, writing and maths, so
art, music and drama rarely get a look in. ‘Creative
subjects being squeezed, schools tell BBC’ was the
headline of a recent article by the BBC’s Education
Editor. Things are no better in secondary schools.

Rufus Norris, the director of the National Theatre,

creative GCSEs, with a corresponding drop in the
number of specialist arts teachers being trained.
Hardly surprising when the Ebacc, a government
school performance measure focusing on a core set
of academic subjects studied for GCSE, does not
include a single creative discipline. Add the funding
squeeze into the mix, and the result is that the
practice and study of drama, design, music and art are
rapidly disappearing from the curriculum. The pipeline
of talent into the industry is being cut off by the
government’s misguided sidelining of creativity

in education.’

Rufus Norris, like many of us, would like to see the
Ebacc policy reversed. He also points out the irony
that the private schools have a much more enlightened
attitude to the arts and their value.

My mission, since the late sixties, has been to enable
parties of primary school children to come to the
theatre. We know that many of them would never
come if it were left to their parents. Teachers are
indispensable in being able to offer all children a ‘suck
it and see’ experience of live theatre. Yet the primary
school party market is dwindling, partly because of the
cost (not just the ticket, but also the coach) and partly
because teachers feel the time would be better spent
preparing for the wretched tests.

Another irony is that there is a growing market for
theatre for under-fives, but the majority of the young
children coming to see shows like my adaptation of

PSR L
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THE TIGER WHO CAME TO TEA, are from the
more privileged middle class, whose parents believe in
the benefits of such an experience.

We are at risk of theatre for children and young
people becoming, along with other opportunities to
experience and take part in creative activities, unfairly
elitist. We cannot, we must not, allow the positive
developments in the sector we have witnessed over
the last fifty years to be cancelled out by a blinkered
and philistine education system.

David Wood
20.02.2018
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