Teaching matters

Under e Hawthorn Tree
Under The Hawthorn Tree is an internationally acclaimed children’s novel, tenderly written
by award-winning author Marita Conlon-McKenna. It has been Ireland’s top-selling
children’s book and a classic for young readers since its first publication in 1990. Helen
Hallissey shares some drama ideas based on the novel.
Summary

respectfully probe her intentions e.g. did
she provoke the three children into their
perilous journey? Then, someone calls for
her incarceration in the workhouse,
sparking a dispute.

Ireland in the 1840s is ravaged by famine
caused by blight that destroyed the
potato crop. Eily, Peggy and Michael are
three children separated from their
parents. They must fend for themselves. In
dread of starving and being sent to the
workhouse, the three siblings embark
across inhospitable terrain to find their
grand-aunts. The children face many
challenges and show remarkable
endurance, loyalty and courage. In the
end, they reach their destination and find
their grand-aunts.

The Crowds on the Road
The whole class creates a tableau of
crowds on the road. Pairs or threes
prepare and share an improvisation as if
stepping out of the tableau, to bring ‘alive’
their scene.
Include dialogue that reveals where
they are going to and where they have
come from. Some might be on their way
to the workhouse: others to the soup
kitchen; others to join men breaking
stones on the road; others might have
just been evicted and are unsure of where
they are going. In a subsequent lesson,
same pairs and threes create a still image
of their family one year later.

March Workshops
The Association for Drama in Education
Ireland (ADEI) will host two workshops on
Under The Hawthorn Tree in March. The
first is on Monday, 25 March at Cork
Education Support Centre www.cesc.ie.
The second will take place in Marino
Institute of Education on Saturday,
20 March. For bookings or further
information please contact:
dramaadei@gmail.com. Workshops will
be facilitated by Helen Hallissey (ADEI),
Elaine Clotworthy (Marino Institute of
Education & ADEI) and Fionn Woodhouse
(Dept of Theatre, UCC).

The Workshops
Participants will engage in a series of 10
drama activities based on the novel. Four
of these 10 moments include:

Workshop
participants will
engage in a series of
10 drama activities
based on the novel
taken a turn for the worst …

At The Bog (read pages 16 – 20)
Students take on a role e.g. Eily, Peggy,
Michael or one of the following people
enjoying their day at the bog: the footers,
the cutters, the stackers, the tea women
or children running about playing games
with the turf. Include Moses the Donkey.
Brief a few to ignore and others to
respond to what happens next: the
mother of Eily, Michael and Peggy
comes calling to say that Brigid has

Send Mary Kate to the Workhouse?
Students find references to Mary Kate in
the first few chapters. Teacher or student
in role as Mary Kate sits on the classroom
floor, absorbed in organising her ‘potions’,
oblivious to students (seated in a circle
around her) who are in role as concerned
neighbours and friends of Peggy’s
parents. Some are sympathetic, others
unsympathetic towards Mary Kate. They

‘Let there be no trouble. These goods are
sold and paid for.’ (p. 103)
These words are spoken by one of six
soldiers, guarding grain on a cart at the
harbour in Ballycarbery. This crucial scene
(read chapter 10) captures much of the
tragic ironies of Irish-grown grain being
sent abroad during the Famine. Mark this
telling moment by creating a
performance piece.
1. Students collectively devise a reader’s
theatre script that can be read at
assembly or to another class (fourth to
sixth).
2. Students use this reader’s theatre script
as the basis for an enactment to an
invited audience, outdoors and/or
indoors. Incorporate props, basic
costumes, slow motion and
instrumental music such as The Fields of
Athenry.
HELEN HALLISSEY, The Association for Drama in
Education Ireland (ADEI)
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Strand

Strand Unit

Drama

Drama to explore feelings, knowledge and
ideas, leading to understanding.

Exploring and understanding making
drama.
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