


Boost your child’s confidence





CAREFUL NOW
Few people can be bothered to read the small print in any book. Luckily there isn’t much when it comes to using drama techniques and games to make children more confident.

All the publishers and your friendly authors will say is don’t expect miracles overnight because every child is different. We don’t know you or your child personally, but what we do know is that these ideas are helping to remove shyness and nervousness in kids up and down the country. Hopefully they will work for your family too and you’ll have great fun in the process.

If they don’t work immediately keep trying because often these exercises need regular practice and lots of patience before results are seen.

But don’t forget to talk to your health practitioner if you feel there are deeper issues affecting your child’s confidence either at home or at school.
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Brilliant ideas

Brilliant features

Introduction

 1   Who says life’s not a rehearsal?
Wouldn’t it be wonderful to go through life making mistakes with no one really caring? Unfortunately that is never going to happen so remember practice makes perfect – well, almost.

 2   The ins and outs of breathing
When children get nervous their breathing becomes shaky and their mouths dry up. If they learn to breathe correctly they can take on the world.

 3   Manners maketh man (and child)
Theatre etiquette means actors understand the importance of listening, when to be quiet and why they must be considerate to others on stage. These are skills children can benefit from enormously.

 4   Prop till you drop
Don’t tell the cleaning police, but clutter is good. Items strewn around the house provide actors with props that add reality to a scene while they can fire a child’s imagination.

 5   How Now Brown Cow
No-one expects your child to sound like a 1940s BBC public service broadcast, but if he can express himself confidently people will listen to what he has to say.

 6   Thanks for the memory
Actors must be able to memorise lines, and children who can retain information learn faster and are less likely to make embarrassing mistakes.

 7   Lovely darling, but …
In the same way that theatre critics can hit a raw nerve, children can be very sensitive to criticism. Yet constructive comments can encourage them to try harder.

 8   Looking the part is part of the look
Knowing how to present ourselves in a confident manner becomes vital as we get older. You can help your child to sit up straight, make eye-contact and improve his overall posture.

 9   Games, sets and matchsticks
Not every child excels academically and, like set designers in the theatre, it can be through their creative talents that their self-esteem soars.

10   We should always trust our instincts
Trust can take ages to earn but only seconds to lose. Actors must trust each other implicitly on stage, while children always think carefully about who they can rely on.

11   Dressing the part, make-up and all
Actors love putting on costumes and children adore dressing up and having their faces painted. Watch your child become more adventurous as he transforms himself into a superhero for a few hours.

12   Ah … the magic of live theatre
Your child’s listening and observation skills will get a lift from regular visits to the theatre. If she can grasp information quickly, she’ll have the confidence to lead from the front.

13   Once upon a time, a man made up a rhyme
Forget Shakespeare’s sonnets – children’s poetry should be silly, fun and perfect for getting kids to read aloud and explore their feelings through words. It can also help improve their memory.

14   Drama queens (and kings)
By learning acting techniques children soon ooze confidence, express themselves more clearly and have fun with other kids. It’s why drama classes are booming.

15   Improvisation means imagination
Improvisation brings a child’s dreams to life. Her mind is stimulated as she learns to think quickly and she finds it easier to interact with others.

16   Building your own character
Actors spend hours researching characters the audience will believe in. Letting your child act out different roles will help her accept who she is and understand that everyone is different.

17   Don’t argue with the director
What the director says goes in the theatre. Children can learn a lot from directing their own lives, using their initiative and taking responsibility for their own decisions.

18   Location, location, location
While actors get excited about filming somewhere exotic and adapt to their environment, children can sometimes be nervous about new places. Kids need to feel at ease when they’re away from home.

19   Why saying ‘yes’ is much more fun.
Actors learn to use positive language during auditions and improvisations to keep conversations buzzing. Finding ways to boost your child’s vocabulary will help him express himself more confidently.

20   Let’s get physical
Kids are confident about their bodies if they have good coordination skills and are aware of their personal space. You can even tell a person’s mood by the way they move.

21   You’re not helping, Mum
‘Don’t put your daughter on the stage, Mrs Worthington’, wrote Noel Coward. Indeed, parents who try to fulfil their dreams through their children can knock their confidence.

22   Great concentrations
Concentration is crucial on stage and helping your child to improve his attention span can do wonders for his self-confidence.

23   Keeping a lid on anger
Actors love aggressive roles, and when your child gets angry she needs to know how she can let off steam.

24   Making sense of it all
By exploring the five senses of touch, taste, smell, sight and hearing in a fun way, your child will get a better understanding of her own body and the world around her.

25   Mime the gap
Every actor strives to conquer mime, a discipline which is ideal for helping shy children communicate. It is often the vital first step to giving a child the confidence to talk openly to others.

26   For one day only in the living room
Most children love to put on a show for their family, and the sense of achievement they feel from the positive feedback they get can be immense.

27   Attention please, no upstaging here, thank you!
Performers are told not to draw the audience’s attention away from another actor. Similarly, children must have the confidence to allow others their moment in the spotlight.

28   Tapping into your child’s talents
Actors are told to play to their strengths and not audition for unsuitable roles. Your child’s confidence will soar if he’s encouraged to get better at the things he already excels at.

29   Acting without judgement
There is no right or wrong in the theatre as actors learn to accept each other’s opinions. Children can flourish too if they are in a non-judgemental environment.

30   Sibling rivalries
Like an understudy waiting in the wings, what happens if one child lives in the shadow of a more confident sibling? Less self-assured children can thrive too with the right approach.

31   All singing, all dancing
The clever use of music, dance and song sets the mood on stage and by utilising the performing arts your child can express herself in a fun and energetic way.

32   Knowing when to laugh or cry
Comedy and tragedy sit side by side in the theatre and children’s self-esteem can rise if they learn not to take things too seriously and to share their different experiences, both good and bad.

33   Get that spider off me – facing phobias
An actor would overcome his arachnophobia rather than turn down a part in Spider-Man. Whatever your child’s fears, discussing them and acting them out can put worries into perspective.

34   New friends, new situations
Actors bond quickly as they face a race against time to rehearse and put on a show. Encouraging your child to widen his own social circle will do wonders for his self-confidence.

35   Let me entertain you – whatever the job!
Even if an actor is bored with a role it’s his job to keep the audience entertained. If your child won’t pull her weight around the house, try making tedious tasks fun.

36   Lights, camera, action
The theatre needs the right equipment to function. Just think of the imagination-triggering fun your child can have with cameras, lights and a microphone.

37   The solo performance
Children must learn how to confront personal issues on their own. Like an actor mastering a monologue, if your child has the confidence to go it alone her self-belief will rocket.

38   Confidence is a gradual process
Actors train for years and never win the best parts straightaway. They set themselves attainable goals so don’t expect your child to be the most confident kid in the street overnight.

39   It’s just my imagination
The imagination is an actor’s deadliest weapon. The importance of developing a creative imagination in your child should not be underestimated as she reveals talents she never knew she had.

40   Have you read the script?
Many plays fail because of poor writing. Encouraging your child to pen a story with inspired characters and plot lines can make him a more confident reader and writer.

41   Daring to be different
Theatre experts believe it’s better if actors take risks on stage rather than play it safe. Teaching your child to challenge herself by doing something daring occasionally will remove her inhibitions.

42   Performing under pressure
First night nerves are nothing unusual for actors who use techniques to help them relax. Try these methods with your child to help him cope with potentially stressful situations.

43   Exploring the text
Performers study their lines in detail to discover what motivates their characters. Your child can open up, share opinions and contribute ideas by discussing stories he’s read.

44   That’s what friends are for, front and backstage
Stage productions are a huge team effort. Team-building drama games will teach your child how to work with and trust other people to achieve something everyone wants.

45   Next! Why is life so unfair?
Only 7% of actors are working at any one time so performers live with constant disappointment. Children who are confident in themselves accept they can’t always win.

46   A problem shared is a problem halved
Many children are reluctant to discuss their problems. Try techniques championed by acting guru Stanislavski, who claimed the secret is to ask open questions such as Who? What? Where? When? and Why?

47   That’s history. Period!
Actors love playing characters from the past. By discussing historical scenes with your child he’ll notice how society has changed and the days of kids being seen and not heard are long gone.

48   Birthdays can bring happy returns
Children’s birthday parties can be stressful and expensive. Yet take some magic make-believe, choose the right theme and costumes, and watch your child’s celebration turn into the perfect confidence booster.

49   Audience participation
Some people cower in their seats at the thought of being dragged on stage. But volunteering has its advantages if your child is confident enough to put up her hand.

50   There’s no such word as can’t
Your child’s confidence can be dented if he finds something difficult. Kids need to analyse daunting tasks in the same way actors spend time ‘finding’ their characters.

51   When sorry seems to be the hardest word
By using tried and tested acting techniques your child will have the confidence to accept when she’s wrong and consider alternative ways to deal with difficult situations.

52   Smile for the camera, please …
All actors need a professional photo before a casting director will see them. Children can get a real confidence boost by pampering themselves with a photo session and seeing the end result.

The end …


Brilliant features

Each chapter of this book is designed to provide you with an inspirational idea that you can read quickly and put into practice straight away.

Throughout you’ll find four features that will help you get right to the heart of the idea:

[image: image]   Here’s an idea for you … Take it on board and give it a go – right here, right now. Get an idea of how well you’re doing so far.

[image: image]   Try another idea … If this idea looks like a life-changer then there’s no time to lose.
Try another idea … will point you straight to a related tip to enhance and expand on the first.

[image: image]   Defining idea … Words of wisdom from masters and mistresses of the art, plus some interesting hangers-on.

[image: image]   How did it go? If at first you do succeed, try to hide your amazement. If, on the other hand, you don’t, then this is where you’ll find a Q and A that highlights common problems and how to solve them.


Introduction

Growing up is a tough business. The road to independence can seem an arduous one and it’s natural for parents to want to take control, hold the map and give directions.

Unfortunately, if we’re too overprotective our children will lack the confidence to ask questions, trust others, try new things or make mistakes, which ultimately they’ll learn from.

A shy or nervous child won’t make the most of every opportunity. If she has more confidence she’ll blossom in social situations and make more friends, and prosper at school as she grows into a balanced and self-assured young adult.

This book contains 52 drama-based ideas that, with a little perseverance, will transform your retiring wallflower into the outgoing and happy child you know he or she can be.

We’re revealing the secrets of the acting world here by unveiling techniques that thespians across the globe use day after day to remove nerves, help them to interact with other characters and generally feel more comfortable in their bodies.

If you think about it, the whole essence of being an actor is having the confidence to stand up on your own and be noticed in front of an expectant and potentially critical audience. How scary is that?

By unlocking the actor’s toolbox your child will feel he can cope with anything life throws at him. Actors are encouraged to try new things but also to focus on what they’re really good at. The praise they receive and the sense of achievement they feel can be massive.

We wouldn’t dare tell you how to bring up your kids and we certainly don’t want you to turn into some awful pushy stage mum or dad desperate to get your offspring a lead role in Hollywood.

We just want to explain how, by using drama exercises and games in a very low-pressure and non-judgemental environment, your child will soon have much more self-belief.

She’ll learn how to remain calm under pressure and improve her memory so she retains information and instructions. She’ll become confident enough to accept constructive criticism and not be afraid to unleash her imagination. She’ll concentrate better, make more use of her five senses and tackle phobias and fears that could be holding her back without her realising it.

These ideas have worked for hundreds of children who attend drama classes up and down the country. In more than a decade of teaching, Lucy has received a huge amount of feedback from parents. They tell her time and again how such techniques have changed their entire family’s life as well as their child’s.

Mums and dads have witnessed their children become more confident in how they express themselves in speech and movement, and noticed how their kids can now deal with situations that used to be incredibly daunting for them.

Increasingly, drama is being used by teachers in mainstream schools to engage children in a whole range of subjects from mathematics to history. They have realised how drama encourages kids to speak with confidence, listen, understand and contribute to class discussions.

In the Kent school where Steve is a parent governor, drama is used as a way to stimulate children’s writing and to help them express their feelings. The pupils will often act out historical events or stories to help them learn before they put pen to paper.

Children as young as three can become more self-assured by trying the exercises in this book.

The great thing, however, is whatever your child’s age there are ways to remove the nerves which can mean he’s too scared to volunteer or absolutely terrified of reading aloud in class.

Most of the ideas can be tried almost anywhere – and they have been – whether you’re bored in the car, having a meal as a family, walking to school or hosting a birthday party. These techniques have been carefully chosen so they can be tweaked to suit different scenarios, themes and locations.

The main thing is they are fun so you should not have any trouble tempting your child away from the television or the games console. He’ll want to take part because most of this stuff is, well, just playing!

Let us know how you get on!

Lucy Morgans and Steve Hemsley
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Who says life’s not a rehearsal?

Wouldn’t it be wonderful to go through life making mistakes with no one really caring? Unfortunately that is never going to happen so remember practice makes perfect – well, almost.

There will always be times a child will be nervous about something adults may view as trivial but to them is the most important thing in the world.

One red-faced actress recalls how two defrosted chicken fillets she used to pad out and enhance her cleavage fell out of her costume and on to the floor during rehearsals for a UK tour of Annie. She was mortified. The director and cast found the incident as hilarious as any of us would on finding a friend with a poultry-enhanced figure, but they wouldn’t have been laughing had it happened on the opening night. Let’s just say chicken was not on the menu when the curtain came up.

Rehearsals are crucial to the whole performance process. They’re also a much better time to make mistakes than on the big day. Actors will run through their lines and movements until their bodies ache so they can cope with anything on stage. Children can use this most fundamental of acting techniques to prepare for situations that worry them. They may be frightened about a trip to the doctor or dreading a meeting with their head teacher, so a bit of rehearsing can put a problem into perspective.

Actors rehearse because it allows them the freedom to get things wrong without an audience or theatre critic watching their every move. Similarly, whatever your child’s concerns, acting out different scenarios and considering the possible outcomes will put him or her at ease.

Opticians, for instance, are often considered scary places and many young children find their first eye examination a daunting prospect. If this rings a bell with you, why not create a pretend optician at home? There’s no need to buy a white coat or put your hair up to look intelligent, but you can set the scene with a few fun eye tests with letters and pictures. Take your child through every stage of the examination, from the moment she enters the shop and meets the friendly optometrist through to the tests and the fun part of trying on different pairs of glasses. Most of us have pairs of real or toy spectacles and sunglasses around the house.

By practising an event at home your child will be prepared for (virtually) every eventuality. Take the head teacher scenario. Maybe little Johnny has been accused of doing something wrong. The days of the old school cane may be long gone but the feeling of fear in the pit of the stomach and of legs turning to jelly is one any child waiting outside the head’s office can relate to. Rehearsing what your child should say, how the head is likely to respond and the actions the school might take should ensure he actually sleeps the night before. It helps if you play the role of the head teacher and question him about what happened. Let him practise his answers and don’t criticise his responses or force on him what you would say in his shoes. School has changed a lot since your day, Dad!

Feel free to advise your child but:

[image: image]   Don’t put him under even more pressure because he’ll be worried enough and you’ll make things worse

[image: image]   Keep it fun and remember this is a game and not a test.

For an interesting twist, swap roles. This will introduce some light-hearted banter to what started off as a stressful situation and help your child see things from the school’s viewpoint.

The whole principle behind rehearsing is that you are free to make mistakes in a risk-free environment.

Yet getting things wrong is one of the secrets of success in life. What seems a disaster at the time is actually valuable experience. Just avoid the chicken fillets.

Here’s an idea for you…

If your son is preparing for an exam where he’ll be tested face-to-face, rehearse walking into a room. This is crucial. In auditions directors decide if they like an actor within seconds of meeting them. First ask your son to walk in lazily in an almost yobbish way, then to enter quietly and to say ‘hello’ shyly. Point out why these two approaches are not ideal and then ask him to walk in again being self-assured and polite. Next time he enters a room he’ll ooze confidence and be perceived as assertive – even if deep down he’s not.

Try another idea…

Rehearsing works better with props, which make situations more realistic and useful items can be found around the house. More on this in IDEA 4, Prop till you drop.

Defining idea…

‘Practice is the best of all instructors.’

PUBLILIUS SYRUS, Latin writer

How did it go?

Q    My child was nervous about starting Brownies so we practised what might happen on her first day. Why did she still find it so difficult to mix with the other girls?

A     Making new friends is never easy especially when a child joins a new club or organisation where many of the members already know each other very well. A child can feel overwhelmed but Girl Guiding is a great hobby, so persevere. Try rehearsing different questions and conversations she can have with the girls at Brownies. She can chat to them about their pets and family or favourite television programmes. Give your daughter plenty of ideas to help get conversations started.

Q    That is all very well, but what if she refuses to go back to Brownies after this experience?

A     Give your daughter examples of where it has taken time for her to settle in before and how she met the friends she has at school. With most after-school activities, attending a second time is crucial. Your child is likely to be invited to join in more at Brownies in week two and she will know what to expect having attended once already. There’s no harm in practising again what might happen and focusing on what she is finding the most difficult. It would be a shame if she never went back and didn’t increase her circle of friends.
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The ins and outs of breathing

When children get nervous their breathing becomes shaky and their mouths dry up. If your child learns to breathe correctly he or she can take on the world.

During a radio phone-in, vocal experts argued whether or not opera singers can be too fat. Heavy singers, such as the late Luciano Pavarotti, have always claimed their weight gives them better breath control before performing

Whether this is true or not, no one is suggesting your child should start piling on the pounds to improve his chances of a career in the music industry. Yet, whatever his size, before singing or doing anything important he should heed the advice to ‘take a deep breath’. Actors train hard to get their breathing right, enduring warm-up exercises before they rehearse or perform. In fact, correct breathing is one of the most important tools they use.

Without it an actor won’t have enough vocal energy to complete an important speech on stage. Half an hour before the curtain rises you’ll find actors practising their breathing rather than chatting in the wings. The secret to good breathing is not to breathe from your chest but to use your diaphragm so you inhale as much air as possible. A nervous child minutes away from reading or speaking aloud, or preparing to do something for the first time won’t be calm if her breathing is too shallow.

Like devoted Buddhists, actors love to chant mantras when practising breathing. It is a method children can use too. Repeating phrases such as ‘I am calm’ or ‘I can do this’ helps chase away any butterflies fluttering in the stomach. Your child will learn to speak more slowly and project his voice as effectively as actors did years ago before microphones were invented. The embarrassment of sometimes having to repeat things will vanish as the pace and pitch of his speech improves and he becomes more articulate.

So, here’s a quick question. Where exactly is your diaphragm? Not sure? Well, put your thumb on your last rib and place your hands flat on the bottom of your stomach. If you are breathing wrongly your shoulders will rise up and down. Now move your furniture. Stay with us on this one. The best way to practise is to lie on your back on the floor, breathe in for a count of eight and out for the count of eight. Try it again standing up but don’t tip your chin upwards because this will trap the air trying to escape. Like a good burp after a heavy Chinese meal, air needs a direct route out of the body!

Be careful how you practise with your child. At one drama class the children were asked to take a deep breath and hold a ‘humming’ sound for as long as they could. The winner was promised chocolate as a prize, but one lad tried so hard he almost passed out. This just goes to show you should never underestimate the appeal of sweets, or the lengths kids will go to get them!

Try these games instead:

[image: image]   Ask your child to pretend she’s picking up a dandelion and to blow away the seeds.

[image: image]   Take a deep breath and see how far through the alphabet your child can get before breathing again.

[image: image]   Can he ‘baa’ like a sheep or pant like a dog? This gets the diaphragm working really hard.

[image: image]   To make children aware of the volume of their voice get them to say words quietly or loudly. Five is noisy and one means softly. Ask them to say ‘yes’ in a number four voice or ‘no’ in a number three voice.

[image: image]   Before an important talk or speech at school practise certain sounds such as ‘ttt’, ‘rrr’ or ‘vvv’.

Actors spend years perfecting the technique of perfect breathing so persevere, and don’t stop eating. It might actually help.

Here’s an idea for you…

Stand opposite your child and both take a big breath aiming to use your diaphragm. Straightaway you’ll see whose shoulders and upper chest are moving. Any movement should come from below the rib cage. Now start to say the months of the year. You should be able to see each other’s diaphragms moving as you talk and don’t be surprised if your child is better at this than you! Children are often more adaptable to new ideas than their parents.

Try another idea…

Breathing and speech are closely related. Check out IDEA 5, How Now Brown Cow, all about improving speech and articulation.

Defining idea…

‘As a child I mimicked teachers, but as an adult impersonating children is much more fun. Whatever sound comes out of our mouths is intrinsically linked to how we breathe.’

SUSAN SHERIDAN (voice of Noddy)

How did it go?

Q    My son is captain of the school football team. He has been practising his breathing so he can project his voice and communicate with his teammates but how do I stop him still coming home sounding hoarse?

A     He is probably still not breathing correctly. Get him to practise at home standing with his hand on his diaphragm and his chin at a 90-degree angle with his neck to ensure he does not strain his vocal cords. Ask him to first say ‘hello’ quietly, then gaining in volume so he can observe how his voice can travel further without straining. If his shoulders are moving he isn’t using diaphragmatic breathing. Similarly, if he’s leaning forward or sticking out his chin whilst shouting, as many of us do, he is putting too much pressure on his vocal chords.

Q    Hang on, what if he doesn’t see any improvement after a few weeks? He is worried he may lose the captaincy.

A     The great thing about the diaphragm is it is a muscle. The more he exercises it the more he will improve the muscle memory and breathing properly will become second nature. If he perfects his breath control to raise his voice he will no longer need to shout in order to be heard. His voice will have adequate support from his breath control to project to the back of any playground and beyond. The captain’s armband is his to keep if his football skills keep improving too.
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Manners maketh man (and child)

Theatre etiquette means actors understand the importance of listening, when to be quiet and why they must be considerate to others on stage. These are skills children can benefit from enormously.

Isn’t it irritating when someone arrives late at the theatre or a mobile phone rings during a performance? Bad manners are bad form.

Some of us would ban virtually every electronic device from theatres, especially personal organisers and alarms on watches. Personally we’d go a step further and send an electrical charge through the seat of anyone arriving after the curtain has risen. Just to teach them a lesson. OK, maybe that’s a bit extreme, but adhering to theatre etiquette is crucial if the audience and actors are to enjoy the performance. What we’re really talking about here is good old-fashioned politeness. The UK has even held a special Good Manners Day in the past, in which people were encouraged to smile more and to treat others as they would like to be treated. Actually, it would be rude not to take part in such an event.

Your child will gain social skills if she knows when to listen, when to express an opinion and learns not to talk over her friends or interrupt them. She’ll learn to be tolerant and accepting of people in society who she might view as different, and this will earn her the respect of her pals and adults.

As in any job, actors are judged by how professional they are, which means knowing how to behave in the theatre. Many a thespian’s eyebrow has been raised in recent years at the excruciating antics of reality TV show contestants thrust into the limelight without any idea how to behave on stage or behind it. There are many unwritten rules actors must obey. They must be silent on stage while others act, take on board everyone’s ideas during rehearsals, never touch props that don’t belong to them and avoid upstaging by hogging the limelight when someone else is reciting their lines.

Getting your child and a friend to stare at each other and talk about the same subject at the same time for 30 seconds is a bit of an eye-opener. When they’ve finished ask them how much they heard of the other person’s comments. It was probably very little. Next, ask them to make up a story by each saying one sentence at a time.

By doing this they’ll understand the importance of listening, take on board what the other person has said and appreciate why they must be quiet while they say it. Oh, and don’t forget to applaud them if the story is good – clapping is another essential part of theatre etiquette and confidence boosting.

Actors are told never to turn their back to the audience, which is more about letting people hear them properly and to see their facial expressions than rudeness, but it is something we can all learn from. Next time you’re standing with your back to your child while washing up or working on your computer, think how much better he would feel if he could see your face and emotions as he explains something to you.

Another element of theatre etiquette relevant to your child’s life is the importance of good time-keeping. If an actor is not at the theatre half an hour before he’s due on stage his understudy will get the part. Similarly, your child does not want to miss out on the best jobs at school or be substitute for his sports team because he arrives late.

Hopefully he’ll grow up considering the views of others, which will make him a popular member of his peer group and this will fuel his confidence. It also means he’ll avoid any unpleasant shocks when he visits the theatre …!

Here’s an idea for you…

Invite your child to talk on a subject she feels particularly strongly about. Maybe there is an issue between you and your daughter over why she must go to bed at a certain time? Let her talk for two minutes without interruption and then it’s your go. It will teach her the skill of listening and appreciating the views of others.

Try another idea…

You cannot beat the feel of a real-life production so make sure you visit one occasionally. IDEA 12, Ah … the magic of live theatre, explains just how much you and your child will benefit.

Defining idea…

Associate with well-mannered persons and your manners will improve. Run around with decent folk and your own decent instincts will be strengthened.

STANLEY WALKER, author

How did it go?

Q    My daughter has quite good manners but how can I stop her getting so excited when we have friends over for tea? She becomes a real chatterbox and talks over her friends and cousins which irritates them so much they don’t want to play with her. What can I do?

A     You need to emphasise to her the importance of listening. Sometimes when we get excited we do start to talk over people. A good drama game to play over dinner is a round of questions. Set out the rules clearly from the start. One question is asked to everyone at the table and each person has 30 seconds to answer it until you move onto the next person. Nobody is allowed to talk at the same time. Try simple questions such as ‘What have you been doing today?’ or ‘What do you like and dislike about our town?’ This exercise will highlight to your daughter that she will get her opportunity to speak, but she must be patient and listen to others too.

Q    I am sure my child would enjoy playing a game which helps her to listen but at five isn’t she a little young to concentrate when other people are speaking?

A     For younger children you can add further ‘rules’ to the game to make it even more exciting. Every time somebody talks during another person’s 30 seconds they get ‘beeped’ by the host. This could be you. Oh, the power! If a child gets more than two beeps they miss their go and must wait until the next question.
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Prop till you drop

Don’t tell the cleaning police, but clutter is good. Items strewn around the house provide actors with props that add reality to a scene while they can fire a child’s imagination.

Never work with children or animals, is the thespian’s cry, and one our friend Joanna Forest wishes she’d heeded.

Whilst playing Charlotte in Michael Palin’s comedy The Weekend in London’s West End, Joanna was handed a real life prop to carry – a dog performing the important canine role of Pippa. During one performance the creature jumped out of Jo’s arms, left the stage and caused havoc among the startled audience. Props – meaning properties – are essential to any theatre and our homes are stacked full of them. Luckily, most are not breathing and don’t need to be walked twice a day. Whether it is Granny’s hat, your shoes or an old pair of glasses, any odds and sods hidden away or ready for the dustbin can spark off your child’s creative juices, boosting his confidence in the process.

Children love to play shops, mums and dads or hospitals and – let’s face it – games become more realistic if they have a broom to sweep with or an old telephone with which to call the doctor. Like an actor, your child wants to make her character as believable as possible. Not just in her mind but in yours too, especially as you will probably be asked to join in at some point. Come on, you know you want to!

Actors spend hours practising using props. It is harder than you might think to do simple tasks such as opening or shutting a door or pouring a drink whilst reciting lines and interacting with others on stage. Some actors complain that using props compromises their artistic licence. Luckily this is one grumble you are unlikely to hear from your child. Props are fun and there are plenty of games to play that will boost your child’s self-esteem. A great one is to give him and his friends an item like a hairbrush and tell them to pretend it is something different. First they must imagine it is a microphone and next a posh pen to write with. Or try this. Hand them three props and tell them to go away and come back with a story to act out using those items. If you also persuade them to write a script then – hey presto! – before you know it you’ll have a free performance on your hands. You’ll be amazed by the kind of things children will come up with and how pleased they will be with what they’ve achieved.

As children get older and start school, props can be used to take their minds off a problem and help them to discuss it with you. You can get a lot of information out of someone whilst sharing a pretend cup of tea in a make-believe café, even if the tiny table and chairs are not the most comfortable. If you don’t have suitable props at home they are easy to find. One man’s junk is another man’s treasure, and charity shops, boot fairs and relatives’ attics can be goldmines. If you are a clutter-worrier then create a Prop Box which can be stored in your child’s bedroom or in a spare room. You may like to help your child create his own props using arts and crafts materials. Making props for a puppet show can certainly help shy children come out of themselves as they tend to speak more loudly and clearly when talking as a marionette. There is another benefit from using everyday items as props in games. It can reduce the amount of money you have to spend on new toys that hardly ever get played with. Now there’s a thought.

Here’s an idea for you…

Get your child to sit on a chair and give her a hat. Tell her not to wear it yet but to think about who would wear such a hat. What job would they do and what voice would they have? Maybe add a prop such as a walking stick. Now ask her to put on the hat and talk to you as the person she believes would wear it. It takes the pressure off your child having to be herself, especially if she is shy.

Try another idea…

Many items make good props but adding a costume really brings things to life so visit IDEA 11, Dressing the part, make-up and all, for some more tips.

Defining idea…

‘Man is a tool-using animal. Without tools he is nothing, with tools he is all.’

THOMAS CARLYLE, Scottish historian

How did it go?

Q    I am a single parent living in a one-bedroom flat with two children and I don’t have room for lots of bits and pieces that may be played with only occasionally. How can my children enjoy props?

A     Props do not have to be large. One tip is to condense items into one small box that will fit on top of a wardrobe or under a bed. Put small items into it, such as an old mobile phone rather than a broken landline phone, spectacles rather than a hat and a toy teapot instead of a complete tea set.

Q    Won’t it take away some of the excitement if the props available to my child are limited in such a way?

A     Not at all. Many props can double up as different things. A small notebook is also a passport or a traffic warden’s ticket book. You can also keep some paper, card and colouring pencils in the box to make new props as you go along.
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How Now Brown Cow

No one expects your child to sound like a 1940s BBC public service broadcast, but if he can express himself confidently people will listen to what he has to say.

A few years ago the novelist Beryl Bainbridge suggested all children should have elocution lessons to wipe out their regional accents.

Strangely Ms Bainbridge, a former actress, did not originally speak with a traditional BBC voice herself. She was born in Liverpool in the 1930s and had elocution lessons from the age of 11 to remove her Liverpudlian dialect. Some people would argue that taking such a radical step was completely unnecessary. After all, a Liverpool drawl did not do the Beatles any harm. From a very early age our voice is our most basic communication tool. Thankfully, where children live and how they sound is now far less important than whether they can talk clearly, expressively and with energy. If your child can speak without mumbling she will be more articulate and confident in the classroom or when playing with friends. It should also mean she removes any irritating lazy speaking habits such as replacing ‘th’ with ‘f’ or dropping her ‘h’s’. ‘’Ow foroughly ’orrible.’

To an actor, the voice is crucial (unless he is a mime artist, of course). A performer must be able to deliver lines with an accent if required and at the correct speed to suit the text and his character’s personality. His words must also be well-projected so everyone in the audience can hear him. The actors’ vocal warm-up before a show is a joy to behold. Try blagging your way backstage one day and you’ll probably see the cast reciting the alphabet, singing really fast songs or exercising their jaws by pretending to chew a toffee. Don’t be surprised if you spot the leading lady with her tongue hanging out as she reels off the months of the year backwards.

 
Tongue twisters are great for helping your child practise her speaking. There are well-known favourites such as ‘Unique New York’ but it is more fun if you can create your own.

Here are a couple of silly ones we thought up in less than a minute:

Really red robins run riot

Or how about:

Lazy Lou lost little Lilly’s lavender locket

The tongue’s role in our lives goes way beyond being the primary bodily organ for taste. Where it is placed in our mouth determines how every sound we make is uttered. Try a ‘llll’ sound and then a ‘rrrr’ and notice how your tongue is in a different place each time. The famous phrase ‘How Now Brown Cow’ comes from a 19th century nursery rhyme and is used by speech experts to give children and adults more rounded vowel sounds. Have you ever heard your own voice, maybe on a holiday or wedding video? It can be excruciatingly embarrassing because nobody sounds how they think they do. Children are no exception. Teaching your child to speak with upward and downward inflections and to open his mouth wider when talking will help him develop a clear and expressive voice rather than sounding monotone. Actors call this adding light and shade to their voice. If your child’s voice sounds interesting and she speaks at the right pace, other people will want to listen to her and this will give her the confidence to contribute during group conversations.

One way to help your child is to record him reading a boring shopping list and then letting him hear how he sounds. Then record him reading a passage from a book or magazine in the style of a newsreader, then as a children’s television presenter or in a posh voice followed by an American accent. He will soon notice how different and appealing his own voice can sound.

Whoever said children should be seen and not heard?

Here’s an idea for you…

There is a game called I’m Here Great Master, which makes children aware of their voices and how they can change and disguise it. Get one friend to sit on a chair with their back to the others. A child says ‘I’m Here Great Master’ in a voice or accent different to their own and the child on the chair must guess who said it.

Try another idea…

Speech and breathing go together like gin and tonic – so flick through IDEA 2, The ins and outs of breathing, when you have time.

Defining idea…

‘Talk low, talk slow, and don’t talk too much.’

JOHN WAYNE

Defining idea…

‘Make sure you have finished speaking before your audience has finished listening.’

DOROTHY SARNOFF, speech and image consultant

How did it go?

Q    My daughter talks to her friends in some kind of street talk and I don’t want her talking that way to adults. Am I wasting my time trying to change her?

A     There are always trends in speech as we grow up, but it is important your daughter can distinguish how she talks to her friends with how she speaks to her family and other adults. Why not try a game where you all pretend to have dinner as a posh family one night to see if she can avoid street talk? Be careful, though, because you will irritate her if you keep picking her up on her speech and she might become reluctant to talk to you at all.

Q    If she thinks we want her to talk as a posh person, won’t she be going from one extreme to the other?

A     Of course you don’t want her to speak like the Queen, but by taking speech to the limits it is easy to bring different tones down or up a few notches. This type of exercise will make your child realise how people view her by how the talks and how she sounds. There is always room in life for your child to talk differently depending on who she is with and she will be more confident in all situations if she can make distinctions.
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Thanks for the memory

Actors must be able to memorise lines, and children who can retain information learn faster and are less likely to make embarrassing mistakes.

We knew a biology teacher once who made her pupils memorise whole chapters from their books and recite chunks of text at the end of the lesson.

The children hated her, but they learned quickly under pressure and remembered facts. One friend who suffered at the hands of Biology Barbara can still reel off parrot-fashion the definition of photosynthesis to anyone who cares to listen. A strong memory is a valuable skill. Your child will feel confident if she can answer her teacher’s questions and has memorised the heel/toe/heel/toe steps in her Tuesday dance class. Revising for exams should also be less daunting as she grows up and she will hopefully avoid those little social gaffes and toe-curling experiences we’ve all suffered, such as forgetting a person’s name when we meet them.

An actor without a good memory is like a mechanic trying to blow up a car tyre with a bike pump. He can still do the job but it is much easier if he has the right tools. In fact, an actor will struggle to develop a character’s personality until he knows his lines off by heart. Many children have problems remembering information. A poor memory and forgetfulness in youngsters is often blamed on distractions such as television and computer games, and it is true this whole area does relate to concentration and being able to listen. When an actor forgets his words it is often because he has something on his mind. William Shakespeare was well aware of the memory flaws in some of his actors. Apparently it was the main reason he wrote his plays in the regular rhythm known as blank verse. He needed them to learn their lines fast, often in less than a week. Paul Nicholas, who has appeared in British sitcoms and West End stage shows, tells us he locks himself in a room, records the whole script onto a tape recorder and presses the pause button on his lines to help him memorise his words quickly. Actors will also use recall games to keep their memories in trim and kids can use them too.

The old favourite in our house is ‘I went to the supermarket and I bought …’, where children each add one item whilst remembering what other people bought and in what order. This can be made easier for younger children by using the alpha bet, although you may find they buy a lot of Apples, Bananas and Cakes. You get the gist.

Another game involves putting ten items on a table, letting your child look at them for a couple of minutes, then asking her to turn her back whilst you remove one object. Can she guess what is missing? Many children struggle to remember the spelling of certain words so one tip is to try making up a sentence using all the letters. Take the word ‘occasion’ where children always forget how many ‘c’s’ and ‘s’s’ there are. She might, however, be able to remember Ostriches Catch Colds And Sneeze In Orange Napkins. She could learn a funny action to help her remember the phrase.

If she is nervous about a school assembly or her role as Mary in the school nativity play, try rehearsing her lines over and over again. If she reads the other parts as well, she will become familiar with the whole script and remember when exactly she needs to usher in little Jimmy, James and Joshua who are playing the three wise men but keep messing about at the side of the stage. Kids learn so much from listening and observing that you might be surprised by how quickly your child develops a good memory and how her confidence grows.

Oh yes, in case you were wondering, photosynthesis is the process by which a plant makes food for itself. Now don’t you forget it!

Here’s an idea for you…

Find a child-friendly magazine and choose a short article such as a film review. Get your child to read through the story a couple of times and then ask him to tell you in his own words what the article was about. You’ll be amazed how closely he will reproduce what he has just read. Children often find it easier than adults to memorise information quickly. Swap places and see the look of satisfaction on his face when he realises his memory is better than yours.

Try another idea…

Reading poetry is a great way to help kids improve their memory. Glance at IDEA 13, Once upon a time, a man made up a rhyme, for some inspiration.

Defining idea…

‘Memory is the diary that we all carry about with us.’

OSCAR WILDE

How did it go?

Q    Word association games have helped my daughter become more confident in her spelling, but how can I get her to feel more positive about her times tables in numeracy?

A     Actors often remember important lines by associating what they need to learn with a song. This technique works with numbers too. Try singing the four times table to the tune of ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ or ‘Happy Birthday’ and the figures will soon stick in her head. It is a canny technique used by car insurance advertisers to get us to remember phone numbers on television and radio commercials.

Q    But won’t her teacher find it odd if she sings in class?

A     Her singing may be quite entertaining but you are probably right. However, by practising the songs at home, the information will stay in her mind and she should be able to recite her tables without having to sing out loud. There are other health benefits to singing too, of course. Therapists in New York have found that banging out a song from time to time decreases blood pressure and reduces stress. This is something for you to mention the next time the neighbours complain about your singing in the shower. You might also discover that your daughter has a passion for singing and wants to join the school choir.




End of sample
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