
YOU ZOO 
a creative mentoring project 
Following a successful pilot in 2003, 

Company of Angels have returned to 

Yerbury School, Islington with a 

project that brings innovative theatre 

into primary schools. In a unique 

collaboration with gap year students, 

Year 6 children explored issues 

relating to transition. Under the 

guidance and supervision of 

Company of Angel’s directors, the 

gap students attended three weeks 

of creative workshops before 

commencing work in the school. 

During the five school-based weeks 

the project fostered a creative 

environment where the young adults 

mentored the children as they 

devised dramatic themes in order to 

explore their hopes and fears about 

the move to secondary school. The 

project culminated in three 

performances to which members of 

the children’s families, the school 

and the wider community were 

invited. 
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A brief history and aims of the project 

Conceived by Renata Allen and 
Leisa Rea, the Gap Project recruits 
school leavers taking a break before 
University and forms a theatre 
company with the aim to produce 
community-based theatre.  While 
both projects so far have worked 
with primary school leavers, there is 
potential for future projects to work 
with other communities. By 
advertising in The Stage, with the 
National Youth Theatre and other 
youth theatre groups, gap students 

who had an interest in performance 
were invited to audition workshops 

Company of Angels  return to an Islington 
Primary School for an eight week project that 
brings gap year students and Year 6 primary 
pupils together to create a theatrical work 
around the subject of transition. 

Minding 
the gap 
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The evaluation process: 
assessing the effectiveness of 
the project. 
The participants were monitored to 
measure any progress in terms of 
the stated aims and to identify 
unanticipated outcomes. Gap 
students and Year 6 pupils 
completed questionnaires at the 
start, half way through and at the 
end of the project. In the case of the 
Year 6 pupils the questionnaires 
were anonymous but numbered so 
that opinions from individuals could 
be compared over time. They were 
also invited to describe what they 
had been doing and to give 
opinions. These interviews were 
filmed and audio-recorded. In 
compiling this report the evidence 
was drawn from the questionnaires 
and interviews and common themes 
have been identified and are 
outlined in this evaluation. 

at the Drill Hall in April. Successful 
candidates joined Company of 
Angel’s  directors, Leisa Rea  and 
John Retallack and designer 
Lyndsay Milne  for an eight-week 
programme culminating in three 
performances of YOU ZOO in July 
2005. 

The  aims of the project were 

·� To empower and enable 
children in the last year of 
primary school by giving them a 
creative platform to explore their 
feelings about the transition to 
secondary school. 

·� To harness the creativity of gap 
year students and provide 
opportunities for them to be 
able to mentor younger children 
using theatre. 

·� To link creative professionals 
with school communities and 
ignite creativity in teachers 
giving them access to excellent 
theatre practice. 

The seven successful students 
showed an interest in education and 
working with young children. Four 
had a place at  university in 
September pursuing a performance 
art or drama degree, two were at the 
start of their gap years and one was 
a postgraduate student on a work- 
experience placement. The students 
defined their immediate goals as 
gaining experience of working with 
young children and developing their 
own skills. A common anxiety was 
the possibility of a lack of co-opera- 
tion from the Year 6 pupils. 

“ I’ve never been in a situation where 
a child has confronted me or tried to 

irritate me.” 

The gap students 
The fifty-seven children from two 
Year 6 classes are united into a 
group by virtue of their dates of birth 
and by being members of a 
particular school. Of course, while 
they have many other things in 
common, as the time approaches 
for them to move to secondary 
school the most striking thing about 
the group is its diversity. While 
some children appear to have 
physically outgrown the primary 
environment others are still 
childlike; a distinct and 
considerable range in maturity and 
physical development is apparent. 
The quantitative data reveals further 
diversity; 3% have English as a 
second language, 10% have free 
school meal entitlement, 10% are 
on the school’s special needs 

The Year 6 children at the 
start of the project ....... 

register including one child with a 
statement for special educational 
need. While most children are 
moving to local secondary schools 
4% are moving to private education. 
Certain other differences exist; some 
children have older siblings at 
secondary school and an idea of 
what to expect while for others the 
future is very much unknown. While 
most children have been at Yerbury 
since nursery class the cohort 
includes a significant number of 
children who have joined the school 
since Year 2. 

From the initial interviews and 
questionnaire responses common 
themes emerged. The children were 
invited to explore their ideas of self 
and consider their imminent future. 
Their fears were in keeping with 
those found by educationalists 
researching the problems adversely 
affecting children at transition, i.e. 
getting lost, not knowing anyone, 
getting bullied or picked on and not 
coping with the amount of 
homework. (Catherine Graham and 
Malcolm Hill, University of Glasgow). 
Although the majority  responded 
positively to the prospect of working 
with a theatre company there were 
concerns about moving away from a 
traditional leavers’ assembly which 
at Yerbury School took the form of 
songs and sketches chosen and 
devised by the children. 

........and how they felt 

“I’m anxious 
about new 
friends and 

 saying bye to 
some of mine.” 

“I’m scared I will 
be beaten up if I 

do something 
wrong in the 
playground.” 

“…it won’t be 
good to be the 
youngest and 
having to work 

harder..” 

“I’m worried 
about how I’ll get 

there and also 
getting lost in 
the building as 

well ” 
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Growing up, moving on                      How the project worked in 2005 
The gap students, themselves in a 
time of transition, are at the other 
end of the journey which the Year 6 
children are soon to begin. While 
research has identified dips in 
levels of attainment in Year 7 there 
is growing evidence that mentoring 
programmes and activities which 
facilitate co-operative learning 
across peer groups are beneficial to 
smooth transition. Furthermore, the 
focus of the project is mutually 
beneficial to gap students and Year 
6. 
The gap students were able to 
explore their own potential for 
working with children while the 
children formed close bonds with 
the students and willingly saw them 
as role models. The appeal of the 
young adults to the children was 
tangible; they describe them as 
”good fun” and “not like real adults” 
and “more fun than normal 
teachers.”  While the children 
aspired to the state they perceive 
the gap students to be most like i.e. 
confident and independent there 
was evidence of them mirroring 
other aspects of their characters 
such as commitment and 
concentration. 
The gap students were impressed 
by the willingness of the Year 6 
children to push the boundaries of 
their experience and with the 
maturity of their responses. 

“ I was expecting the usual sort of 
school play stuff I had no idea 

children this young were capable 
of doing this.” 

“Once they got over being self 
conscious they would just have a 
go and they had amazing ideas.” 

The 2005 project explored the themes of childhood and identity by asking 
some big questions such as   ‘Who are you?’ and ‘When do you start to be 
you?’. An initial meeting with the Year 6 children in May recorded their 
responses to these and more personal questions about their experience of 
school life and their hopes and fears for the future. For a three-week period 
the gap students worked with the directors and specialists in a variety of 
performance-art workshops from music and movement to puppetry. The 
directors and students then moved to Yerbury School and began a five week 
period of intensive drama sessions with the children devising the form and 
content of the final performance. Drama workshops took place in the 
mornings with each class spending two days each week with either John 
Retallack or Leisa Rea and the gap students. In the afternoons the children 
were engaged in various art activities led by designer Lyndsay Milne working 
on sets, props and costumes for the performance. 

YOU ZOO took its audience on a journey through unoccupied rooms and 
used shared spaces, such as halls, playgrounds, a lunch room and the 
computer suite. In each of these spaces groups of children, led by gap 
students, created theatrical environments. 
The siting of the performance pieces in a busy working school put restraints 
on rehearsal and design plans and a project manager with knowledge of the 
working life of the school was able to minimise disruption to other staff and 
younger classes. The general consensus from the staff was that the irritations 
were minor and “the end result made it all worth it.” 
The following advantages have been identified from audience response 
forms, teacher and pupil feedback and from the wider school community. 

·�   Working in a familiar space empowered the Year 6 children. 
·�  The school building suggested a wealth of theatrical opportunities 

inspired by the Victorian architecture, the playgrounds and the secret 
garden. 

  It was appropriate and fitting for Year 6 to “take ownership” of their 
school as they explored their relationship with it and experiences in it 
prior to leaving. 
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The Teachers’ experience 

There are two Year 6 teachers at Yerbury school, one Newly Qualified 
Teacher and one experienced. At Yerbury, drama is taught to compliment the 
topic areas that the children study. The school’s special needs teacher sup- 
ports class teachers and the work often informs literacy work. The Gap 
Project provided a unique experience for the class teachers to explore 
drama techniques and witness them used with small and large groups of 
children. Both teachers felt that they would use workshop activities in the 
future. Coming, as it did, immediately after a term of structured SATs revision 
the project meant a move away from traditional classroom practice. It was 
necessary for teachers to consider different teaching methods during the 
project and this they found both challenging and rewarding. 

“It’s so different from when you’ve got every minute planned – it’s a bit 
scary but I can see it’s creative – I thought the content of the workshops 
the children did was brilliant – they were so into it and  the directors were 

holding it all together.” 

Both teachers report positive outcomes for the children most notably the 
benefits of collaborating and working towards the shared goal of 
performance. Also, the experience of the drama workshops enabled 
children to explore new territory. 

“You know the children really well by this stage but they surprised me – I 
guess you get used to drawing on their strengths, it’s made me look at 

them differently.” 

Both teachers stated that they would be eager to do a similar project in 
future. 

Feedback from gap 
students, teachers and 
the creative team 

Positive outcomes 
Filmed and audio-recorded 
interviews and questionnaires were 
used to monitor the response of 
participants during the process of 
production. All interviewees refer to 
YOU ZOO as a positive experience 
with the members of all groups 
talking about their enjoyment and 
feeling inspired. 
There is a common theme that iden- 
tifies the value of mentoring ; the 
gap students felt supported by the 
directors and the children felt 
supported by the gap students. 
Similarly, gap students and teachers 
identify the value of the workshops 
and of having strategies and 
techniques directly modelled and in 
context. 

“(learning)… how to pass them 
(techniques) on to eleven year olds 
was very different from learning them 
in another context and everyone 
gave us helpful tips on how to cope 
with the difficult aspects, like getting 
boys to dance and self conscious 
pupils to look ridiculous along with 
everyone else.”  (gap student) 

Evidence of the value of modelling 
was apparent in the behaviour of the 
children who developed skills and 
showed increased levels of concen- 
tration and focus. As the project 
progressed the children presented 
as more confident generally, they felt 
pleased with what they had 
achieved and many agreed that they 
would be interested in future creative 
projects they might encounter. 
Gap students report that the project 
was a positive experience in terms 
of personal development. They felt 

“For me, It isn’t about the performance - wonderful though that is - 
it’s the process that these children have gone through over the 
last few weeks. When they look back on their years at Yerbury 
what will they remember? Some will remember their first day, they 
will remember school journey and they will all remember this . 
They’ve experienced something here that they will take with them 
forever.” 

Mary Gibson, Head Teacher 
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platform for collaboration and team building between and across the age 
groups, the designer’s role developed beyond original expectations. It was 
incumbent upon the designer to run the workshops in a teaching capacity 
as well as manage the production schedule and buy and source props and 
materials. A future project should plan to reduce this workload. 
Good quality pastoral care is essential at this highly significant time of the 
children’s lives. Some conflicts arose as children explored new territory and 
were given more flexibility and choice over decision-making. It would be 
sensible for future projects to anticipate this and have strategies in place for 
conflict resolution. The relationship between Year 6 and the gap students 
was an intense one and arrangements were made to facilitate continuing 
communication via email at the end of the project. In future projects this 
option could be established sooner. 
YOU ZOO does not lend itself directly as a model for other schools to adopt, 
however a template of workshop activities and the process of idea 
development can be adapted for use with other communities in 
consultation with Company of Angels. 

Feedback from Year 6 
The children had either not known what to expect or had been expecting a 
conventionally staged play. They had expected to be given ‘parts’ and scripts 
and told what to do. The following positive outcomes have been drawn from 
their interview responses. 

The promenade style of theatre allowed more children to  be 
fully involved in performance . 

 “I thought it would be a play but its different and we  each have our 
 own special part…” 

 “It’s concentrating on us and you (the audience) find out about us.” 

 “There’s such a lot to choose from and this way most people get to do 
what they want” 

They learned skills and techniques that raised their c onfidence. 

“...everyone’s (the class) really good at what they do – when you see a 
 good puppeteer, I mean  a professional person, you think that’s 
 amazing and you don’t think that you could ever do an ything like that 
 but  we are all doing it and making it real.” 

they had a better understanding of 
working with children and had ac- 
quired skills that they could use in 
the future. 

“I would definitely aim to work with 
pupils of this age group again…the 

emphasis on the value of the 
process has given me drama skills 

transferable to almost any medium.” 

“I feel confident leading a session 
with Year Six children, which is 
certainly a result of the project.” 

There is a consensus among the 
gap students that through the 
project they have developed skills 
that they could transfer to other 
situations and contexts. 
The specialist workshops  were 
found to be extremely 
beneficial and useful by all gap 
students with students reporting that 
they have been motivated to explore 
particular disciplines further. 
Students describe the benefit of 
having tried all the activities before 
working with the children. The art 
sessions in the afternoons, where 
sets and props were made, had the 
benefit of allowing the entire creative 
team to bond as they collaborated 
on a shared goal. 

The challenges 
This was an ambitious project and 
there were stresses involved in 
having such a large group of 
children enthusiastically engaged in 
a wide range of activities over a 
sustained period of time. While 
everyone agreed that the benefits far 
outweighed the problems lessons 
have been learned which should 
inform future planning. 
While the scale of the large pieces 
of artwork provided an excellent 
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· They appreciated the benefits of collaboration and wo rking in a 
team . 

“it gets you all closer, it doesn’t matter if you’re sitting next to your worst 
enemy because you’re all trying together to do something.” 

“…everyone is working really hard, sometimes you think ‘oh no not 
again’ but I just find something I need to make better a nd try hard with 
that and the gaps help you - you want to get it right.” 

· The activities and shared goals enabled them to reass ess their 
opinions of each other. 

“...we get to know each others personalities better.” 

“...you get to see the fun and relaxed part of a person not the behaving- 
well side.” 

· The demands made on them and the responsibilities th ey were 
given, led them to achieve more than they had previou sly 

      expected of themselves. 

 “usually you get told exactly how something should be , like first do 
 this, then do that, but we just had ‘you’re going to make a giant arm 
 here’s the chicken wire here’s how to join it up’ so the arm looks just 
 like we imagined it would look.” 

· They felt that their opinions were valued and that YO U ZOO 
reflected their ideas. 

“...we came up with all the ideas it’s what we think.” 

“I think its good for adults to know how we feel they sho uld see YOU 
ZOO then they’ll know.” 
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Audiences were asked to fill in a 
questionnaire so that their opinions 
could be gathered along with 
demographic information. 
A total of 72 forms were returned. 
Comments fell into three main areas 

The quality of performance 

“The whole thing was amazing it 
shows what young people can do.” 

The sense that the performers 
had a profound collective 
experience 

“...the kids were fully committed to 
their tasks and seriously exploring 

important questions.” 

The inclusivity of the performance 

“...particularly noticed the way in 
which the children, without 

exception, were confident and 
involved.” 

What the younger 
children thought 

An adapted version was performed 
for the rest of the school enabling a 
further three hundred children aged 
between 4 and 10 years of age to 
see YOU ZOO. Class teachers took 
feedback and the responses were 
positive. 

“It was really funny I liked the ba- 
bies best the bit when they threw 

their bottles.” 

“I liked the dreams and the 
costumes.” 

“I loved it - it was really cool.” 

Audience Response 

This was a very ambitious project that achieved its main aims and was 
successful on several other counts. Lessons have been learned to inform the 
planning, structure and content of future projects. 

Achievements 

Year 6 

· developed skills and confidence 
· worked effectively in small and large groups 
· took pride in YOU ZOO as their ideas and feelings were 
 represented 

Gap students 

·  gained understanding of site-specific and devised theatre 
· acquired skills and knowledge 
· gained experience useful to future goals 
· improved levels of communication 

Year 6 teachers 

· acquired skills, knowledge and understanding 
· explored creative teaching practices 

    Legacy 

· to produce a model of the project suitable for use by other 
schools and communities 

           make available channels of communication 
           between children and gap students 

Lessons learned 

 scale of design was ambitious for number of adults able to 
supervise it 

      to establish optimum relationships with all school staff the 
project should be introduced to the whole school initially with 
perhaps a taster drama workshop offered to all staff. 

· ideally, funding needs to be in place well before project 
 commences so that gap students can be recruited sooner and 

participating schools can plan for the event at the start of the 
academic year 



Gap: Making Theatre, Changing Lives 
As Director of Company of Angels, I helped to produce the pilot Gap Project 
Story Museum  in 2003 and I co-directed You Zoo  in 2005. 
It is one of the best ideas for a creative partnership between a school and an 
arts organization that I have yet seen. 
For me, the key to Gap’s success is the intensity of interest generated be- 
tween two different groups who are never normally brought into social con- 
tact – and the strong affinity that turns out to exist between them. 
The meeting strikes sparks in both gap students and in pupils alike. It shows 
in the way they simultaneously grow in confidence over the course of the 
project. Most of all it shows in the remarkable creative work that they find 
themselves to be capable of producing, often much to their own surprise. 
As the evaluation document clearly shows, Gap is of mutual benefit to both 
students and pupils – and the model still has great potential for use else- 
where in other settings and different communities. 
Company of Angels is now able to help other schools and organizations 
adopt the Gap model. We want to work closely with partners to achieve this. 
We hope that you will contact us and tell us how you imagine Gap might 
work for you. 

John Retallack,  Gap Project Director 

Making Theatre, Changing Lives: Future Gaps 
The Gap model can be created to suit a variety of schools. The project can 
be tailor made for any age group who want to create a unique theatre experi- 
ence in their school. 
The key ingredients that Company of Angels can provide are: 

1. Professional directors to guide and support the project 
2. Expertise in financial management and funding 
3. Older students to participate with and mentor younger pupils 
4. A creative idea developed in collaboration with teachers and pupils. 

For secondary schools we hope to bring together Year 9 pupils with graduate 
students in their gap between university and starting a professional career. 
We feel this could inspire Year 9 pupils, at a crucial point in their education, 
to see their school as a place they can truly develop and explore their 
potential. 

Renata Allen, Gap Project Director 

Making Theatre, Changing Lives: How Gap can work for y ou 
The Gap Project isn’t just for schools. 
The model can be transferred anywhere and be made for anybody. 
The ‘Gap Experience’ brings together two groups of people who might not 
ordinarily mix, and nurtures a respectful and trusting partnership between 
them with the common goal of creating an original performing arts work 
based on the particular needs of those taking part. 
Already we have used theatre to bring primary school children and gap year 
students together in order that they might respond to the changes facing 
them both. 
There are other ‘Gaps’ that can be bridged in areas where there is a visible 
need - perhaps teenagers with senior citizens, asylum seekers with business- 
men or young offenders with university graduates - the possibilities are many. 
The Gap Project offers a space in which personal, social and creative jour- 
neys can be made. 
It harnesses the potential of peer mentoring through the power of creative 
collaboration. 
The Gap Project marks changes - and it changes lives. 

Leisa Rea,  Gap Project Director 
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