
 

 

Teachers’ Pack 



 

 

Dear Teacher 
 

 
 

A Murder of Crows is, at its heart, a play about change.  Based on the 
Grimm‟s tale of Hansel and Gretel, it poses existential questions which lie at 
the centre of childhood anxieties: will I be looked after? will I be fed? will I 
be loved? will I be kept safe?  The format of folk-tale or fairy-tale provides a 
vehicle through which children can imagine how they would deal with such 
fundamental questions.   
 
The Boy and the Girl of the story face radical change to their lives; the death 

of their mother; the threat of starvation; their rejection and abandonment by 
their father and stepmother, and the threat to their very existence by 
another adult. But it is the children‟s responses to these changes and threats 
that provide rich learning experiences for the viewer.  
 

Symbolically the story is about outgrowing childhood dependencies. The 
children‟s initial attempts to return to what is an untenable situation, and the 
Boy‟s refusal to face up to the difficult choice necessary for their survival, 
reflect our reticence to embrace change and move forward. But the children 
ultimately find the spirit and resourcefulness to survive and grow into their 

respective futures, futures which hint at somewhat more  complexity than 
living happily ever after.  
 
The play provides a springboard into significant elements of the SPHE 
curriculum. This pack suggests ways of exploring some of these themes. The 

objective is to raise questions and to stimulate a discussion, providing 
children with a stimulus and an opportunity to express their own thoughts 

and feelings and to listen to those of their classmates. Its aim is to 
encourage children to develop their own strategies to cope with the 
changes and challenges that growing up brings.  
 
We would very much appreciate any comments you, or your pupils, would 
care to send us in response to A Murder of Crows and to this Pack. 
Letters, comments, paintings, etc. should be sent to:  
 
Barnstorm Theatre Company,  
Church Lane, Kilkenny – Phone 056-7751266. 
 

Web: www.barnstorm.ie      E-mail: info@barnstorm.ie  

Teachers‟ Resource Pack compiled by: Vincent Dempsey 
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Using the Resource Pack 
 

 
This Pack is divided into 2 Sections: 
 

Section A) Exercises focused on recall of the play and general 
explorations on the themes.  
 

Section B) Explorations on specific themes within the play. 
 

Appendices: 1) A synopsis, 2) Resource Notes  
 
Each exercise or activity is contained on one page with teacher‟s notes on the 

back where appropriate. The binding spine pulls off to allow photocopying of 
relevant pages.  

 
You will find exercises and themes for discussion that suit your particular class 
in more than one section.  If you do not have time for all the activities you 

could finish up with a discussion on one or more of the  following topics: 
  

a) Dealing with fears. 

b) Facing change. 
c) Making hard decisions.  

d) Staying safe.  
e) Working together. 
f) Hard times 

 
------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Starting 
     
 

Hopefully your class will have enjoyed the play and their visit to the theatre. Encourage the 
children to share with each other their impressions of the day. This will provide a good starting 

point for more focused work in the following sections. 
 
Discuss with them the whole experience of going to the theatre, the journey; the theatre 

itself; the darkness in the auditorium; the lights; the music; the set, etc. This play employs an 
unusual style of presentation, set in a surreal landscape, it tells a well-known tale but from the 
perspective of a chorus of crows who become the characters and morph back to crows again 

throughout. Were the class able to follow the story? Did they like the style of presentation? 
 
Ask them what they liked and didn‟t like. This will give them a chance to reflect on the entire 

experience and will give you an idea of what aspects and themes from the play most 
interested them. This may help you to focus subsequent work. Some work sheets may be 
more suited to the older children and some to the younger. 
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Remembering The Play 
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 Section  A:1 

Hidden in this jumble of letters are words which 
may remind you of what happened in the tale. See 
list below.                            
In the Maze the words are spelt backwards, for-
wards, up, down, and diagonally.  

 

How many of them can 
you find?  

There is one word hidden in the maze which is 
not on the list.  There is a picture clue for it be-
low. Can you guess what it is and find it in 
the maze? 
 

When you have found all the words, see if you 
can use them to help you remember the story.   

Remembering The Play 

S W O R C P D E N E T T A F 

F T U A Z W U O R X B N U E 

I D E A T H J D U L H Y O D 

Q E K P A S W A T V U M A C 

H N E Y M I O Q E U N N P P 

O O J L A O X L R T G I L I 

M D V U R H T R I E E V E H 

E N I Z R T D H R S R A A D 

Y A A U I B H G E N F E V O 

D B I H A S C T Q R O K I U 

F A E L G B U R N E D U N B 

E V T S E R O F C H Y I G N 

 

Crows 
Death 

Marriage 
Hunger 
Abandoned 

Return 
Lost 

 

Fed 
Fattened 

Danger 
Burned 
Home 

Leaving 
Forest 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 
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WORD MAZE SOLUTION 

 

Section A:1        Teacher’s Notes 

Objective: 
  

a) To stimulate individual and collective recollection of the play.  

b) To identify themes of importance to the children. 
c)  To explore the notion of narrative perspective in stories. 
 

 
Activity: 
 

Make photocopies of the activity sheet and give the children some time to solve the 
word search puzzle, individually or in pairs. 
 

When they have done this take each of the hidden words in the sequence in which they 
appear on the activity sheet and use them as triggers to prompt the children to retell the 
story of the play. (See Synopsis) Ask leading questions e.g. Why did the children not ac-
cept the stepmother? What would it be like to be hungry all the time? Why were the chil-
dren‟s playmates all going away? What reasons did the stepmother give for leaving the 
children in the forest? What ideas did the Boy come up with to find the way home? Etc. 
 

This will help them to recall the narrative line of the play and the main events. 
 

Having retold the story of the play children might like to draw or act out their favourite 

scene or moment. Identifying favourite scenes or moments from the play will help to fo-
cus further discussion around areas or themes important to your pupils. 
 

You could then extend the discussion by asking if they remember the story of Hansel 
and Gretel from when they were younger. What are the differences between this version 
of the story and the original? Do the changes make a difference to the meaning of the 

tale? You might look for suggestions from the class as to what the story is about. Per-
haps the class could discuss this in groups and come up with a sentence starting: The 
play is about …………..  (e.g. Hard times bring difficult choices, or children overcoming 
evil and adversity to survive in a harsh world, etc.)  
 

 
You might ask the class to 

discuss the role of the crows. 
What, if anything, do we 
learn from seeing the story 

through their eyes? Are they 
sympathetic to the plight of 
the children? Are they neutral 

observers? Do they intervene 
in the action? What is their 
interest in what happens? 

 
How do the crows look at the 
world? Does this influence 

how they tell the story? 
 

 

 

 
Hidden word 

S T E P  

M O T H E R  

S W O R C P D E N E T T A F 

F T U A Z W U O R X B N U E 

I D E A T H J D U L H Y O D 

Q E K P A S W A T V U M A C 

H N E Y M I O Q E U N N P P 

O O J L A O X L R T G I L I 

M D V U R H T R I E E V E H 

E N I Z R T D H R S R A A D 

Y A A U I B H G E N F E V O 

D B I H A S C T Q R O K I U 

F A E L G B U R N E D U N B 

E V T S E R O F C H Y I G N 
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A house by a forest 

Home again 

The door is locked 

Bread crumbs 

Berries 

An old woman 

Skin and bone 

A Funeral 

START/FINISH 

This little piggy 

Bones in the ground 

Once I was you 

We have to leave 

She needs me, she feeds me 

She will eat us 

A necessary act 

She wouldn’t have done it 

Home is different 

Away over the sea 

A cottage in the woods 

A stepmother 

Go to bed, no bread 

A terrible decision 

Pebbles 

 Section  A:2 

 

Remembering the play 
 
 How much of the story of the play can you remember? 

 
Try telling the story as a class.  One person starts by telling the first sentence 
of the story.  Then the second person adds the next sentence and so on....  

You don't have to remember every detail of what happened, just the im-
portant things.   

 
To help you remember look at the story wheel.  It gives hints about the main 
things that happened.  

 
Perhaps you could start off by discussing the story in groups of two or three. 
Each group will take part of the story and tell their part in turn until the story 

is complete. 
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Section A:2        Teacher’s Notes 

Objective:  
 

a) To stimulate individual and collective recollection of the play. 
b) To tell the story of the play as a group exercise.  
c) To stimulate discussion and to encourage the children to express 

their own personal responses to the play, identifying key mo-
ments.  

 

 
Activity: 

 
Organise the class into groups of two or three and distribute photocopies of the story 

wheel to each group. Based on the class size, assign two or more spokes of the story to 
each group. (There are 23 spokes in total).  Ask them to agree collectively on a sum-
mary of what happens in their section of the story and to plan how they will tell that 
phase of the story in one or two sentences each. 

 
When they have done this ask each group, in sequence, to tell their part of the story. 
Emphasise that the aim of the game is to see how well they as a class can remember 

the play. When they have finished telling the story, ask the class as a whole if anything 
important was left out . 
 

Further discussion could be stimulated by asking them what the play is about, or by ask-
ing them to suggest what was for them the most crucial moment of the play, and why. 
 

Try to come to a collective view as to a number of the pivotal moments in the story 
when an event occurred, a choice was made, an action was taken that, if it had been 
otherwise, would have significantly changed the course or outcome of the story.  

 

Follow-on 
 

Linking into the Drama Curriculum, you might divide the class into groups of 4 or 5 and 
set each group the task of showing one such pivotal moment in a Tableau or Freeze-
frame. This could be extended to a second tableau showing: How the story might have 
ended if different choices/actions had been taken. E.g. If the father had refused to aban-
don the children in the wood what might have happened? If the Girl had not dealt with 
the old woman what then? 

 
You might like to extend the discussion further by asking if they know of other stories, 
fictional or real, in which characters have to make decisions in extreme circumstances.  
 

Can anyone think of an instance where he/she had to make a decision in such circum-
stances?  Is there anything that can help you to decide what to do?  
 

This will help to raise awareness that there are situations throughout the world today 
where people are faced with great hardship and appalling choices.  
(See Resource Notes on Somalia etc – Appendix 2.) 
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Round  4      Table ____ 

 Section  A:3 

Tables of 4 or 5. Four rounds, five questions in each round. 

Fill your answers in on the sheets below. Be sure to write 

your table number on each sheet. Good luck! 

Round  1      Table ____ 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

Round  2      Table ____ 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

Round  3      Table ____ 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  
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Section A:3        Teacher’s Notes 

Objective:  
 

a) To stimulate individual and collective recollection of the play. 

 b) To initiate discussion on its events.  
          

 

Activity: 
 

Distribute copies of the answer sheet to tables of 4 or 5 children. Remind them to put 
their table number on the sheet, then ask the Questions, giving them time to confer and 

to write down the answers. 
 
Round 1: 
 
1. The play begins with a funeral. Whose?     (The children’s mother)  
2. Who was younger, the Boy or the Girl?      (The Girl)  
3. What did the family live beside?                           (A forest) 
4. Where did the Father and Stepmother meet and dance?       (At the crossroads) 
5. What did the Father work at?         (He was a woodcutter)  
 
Round 2: 
 
1. Where were the Boy and the Girl when they first heard   
     the parent’s plan to leave them in the forest?    (The tool shed)  
2. What did the children first use to find their way home?         (White pebbles) 
3. How did the Stepmother stop them doing this again?     (She locked the door)    
4. Why did the trail of breadcrumbs not work?    (The birds ate them) 
5. What did the Girl eat that her brother said would make her sick?    (Grass) 
 
Round 3: 
 
1. What had the old woman lost?              (Her spectacles)  
2. What did the old woman ask the boy to do in return for food?  (A bit of gardening) 
3. What did the Boy find buried in the ground?                         (Bones) 
4. What nursery rhyme did the old woman recite to the boy?        (This little piggy)                                                                                        
5. What did the Girl believe the old woman was planning to do?   (Eat them)  
 
Round 4: 
 
1. What did the Girl do to the old woman?             (Pushed her into the oven) 
2. Why did the Girl not tell the Boy what she had done?          (He didn’t want to know) 
3. What happened to the Stepmother?                                (She died in childbirth)  
4. Where did the Boy go at the end of the play?                    (Across the sea)  
5. Where did the Girl live at the end of the play?              (The cottage in the forest)  
 

Follow-on 
 

When the children have completed the quiz, ask them collectively for the answers, 

consulting the synopsis when necessary. Use each answer to stimulate a discussion on 

that particular part of the story.  The questions focus roughly on the following: the 
setting, the betrayal, lost, the old woman, the escape, and finally the aftermath. 
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Explorations 
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 Section  B:1 

A  of Dolphins 

A  of Lions 

A  of Eggs 

A  of Geese 

A  of Monkeys 

A  of Elephants 

A  of Fish 

A  of Sheep 

A  of Owls 

A  of Wolves 

A  of Parents 

A  of Sisters 

A  of Brothers 

A  of Friends 

A  of Girls 

A  of Boys 

A  of Teachers 

A of S 

A collective noun describes a group of something, 

e.g. A Bunch of Grapes or An Army of Ants. Can you 

match the words and the pictures? 

Sometimes a collective noun can apply to 

more than one group. Some groups have more 

than one collective noun to describe them.  

Make up your own collective noun to best 

describe each of the following: 

Google “collective nouns” to find the 

missing term for: 

A  of Larks 
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Section B:1        Teacher’s Notes 

 
Objective:  
 

a) To promote an interest in language and descriptive terms. 
 b) To engender a spirit of inquiry and fun in the use of language.  

   

 

Activity:  
 

An oddity of the English language is the number and variety of names given to 
collections or groups of birds, animals, objects and people. Discuss the notion of 

collective nouns and the descriptive sense they often bring to a group, e.g. a pomposity 
of professors. The children will be familiar with many instances and uses but may not be 
conscious of the term. Ask the class to come up with examples from everyday use, e.g. a 

pack of cards, a battery of hens, a bunch of bananas, a belt of asteroids, a fleet of 
cars, a convoy of ships, a stand of trees, etc.  
 

Distribute copies of the work sheet to groups of 2 or 3. Ask the children to firstly identify 
the appropriate collective noun for each of the creatures pictured and write the answers 
in the table provided. (Point out that while a term may apply to more than one creature, 

e.g. a flock of geese, birds, sheep; and a group may have more than one collective term 
e.g. a school, a shoal of fish, each picture links with one word so that all are used.)  
 
Now ask each group to discuss and decide on appropriate descriptive terms for the 

people named in the other table. When they have agreed on a term they should enter it 
in the space provided. When all the groups have completed the exercise go through the 
categories one by one and let each group feed back their suggestions. Are there terms 
that everyone agrees best describes individual groups? 
 
Finally, ask those with access to the internet at home to look up collective nouns on 

google and try to find the appropriate term for a group of larks. There are a large 
collection of sites with a variety of terms for different categories. Here are two links: 

http://users.tinyonline.co.uk/gswithenbank/collnoun.htm#Miscellaneous 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lists_of_collective_nouns 
 

 

Follow-on: 
 
Focusing on the title of the play, A Murder of Crows, ask if the class thinks that 

murder is an appropriate collect term for a collective of crows.  
Why might that term have been chosen?  
 

The setting of the play is stark and bleak.  

Do the crows add to a sense of impending disaster or death?  
What does the Crows‟ eye view bring to the story?  
Do we see the events and characters in a different light? 
 

If the chorus of crows were a category of people what might they be?  
e.g. Historians? Journalists? Bandits? Commentators? Disinterested Observers? ….? 
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 Section  B:2 

You are lost in the forest. You are 

on your own. You have nothing with 
you. There is no phone signal. 
Choose 8 things that would help you 

to survive. 1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

6  

7  

8  

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

6  

7  

8  

One day you will leave home and go 

out into the big world by yourself. 
Choose 8 skills you think you will need 
to survive. Rank them from 1 to 8 

Perhaps in some way the play is about 

leaving childhood behind. The children 
can no longer depend on parents and 
must fend for themselves. 

? 

In groups of 4 or 5 see if you can 

agree the most important 5 things 
that would help you to survive. Can 
you agree an order of importance? 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

1  

2  

3  

In groups can you agree on the 3 

most important skills. 
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Objectives: 
 

a) To examine the process of decision making.  

b) To practice working together to make decisions. 
c) To identify skills necessary for future development. 
        

 

Activity: 
 

Begin by referring to the play. There were a number of crucial decisions made by 

characters in the story. The class might discuss:What decisions were made? Who made 
the decisions? Did they make them alone or together? What were the consequences of 
these decisions?  (e.g. The crows made a decision to eat the breadcrumbs knowing the 
children would not find their way home.) 

 
Give each pupil a copy of the worksheet. Ask them to individually fill in what they would 
choose to help them survive on their own in the forest and to rank them 1 to 8. Would 
any of the pictured items help?  
 
Give a time limit 5/6 mins.  When the time is up, divide the class into small groups of 4 

or 5. Each pupil brings his/her list to the group which must now attempt to reach 
agreement on a list of 5 items to aid survival in order of importance. Consensus can be 
hard to reach, however, set the aim for all participants to at least partially agree to each 

ranking on their final list. Tell the pupils that the aim of the exercise is to be aware of 
how the groups communicate and of the decision making process.  Lead them away 
from conflict and giving in just to move forward. After 10 minutes call time and begin 

feed back. 
 
Feedback: 

Did any group achieve a list of 5? 
Did any group get to rank them? 
What kind of things did they include? 
How did they choose? 
Was there any disagreements?  How did they handle them? 
How were decisions made?  What helped?  What didn‟t? 
Could better decisions have been made? 
Did people listen to each other? If not why not? 
What influenced the decisions?  Who influenced the decisions? 
As individuals, what part did they have to play in making the decisions? 
What was different about making a decision on your own and in a group? 
Is there anything as a group you would do differently if you had to do the exercise 

again? 

 

Follow-on: 
 

Based on the experience of the previous exercise try doing the second exercise in similar 
fashion. Ask the pupils to imagine that they, like the children in the story, had to leave 
home and go out into the big world. What essential skills would they need to survive? 

Again the pupils should work individually first and then in new groups. Feedback should 
include an assessment of whether it was easier to reach a consensus this time. 

 

Section B:2        Teacher’s Notes 
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Fears come in all shapes and sizes.  Some are real, 
some imagined, some we can‟t do anything about.  

                Fears                                            What would you do to deal with this fear? 

F1:  

F2:  

F3:  

F4:  

F5:  

F6:  

 Section B:3 

   “S
he is going to eat you” 

F3:  Afraid of ….. 
Skeletons under the bed 
Monsters hiding in the dark  
Bogeymen 
Scary movies  
The dark 
Nightmares 

F2:  Afraid of …... 
Growing up 

Death 
The future 
Things changing 
 

F4:  Afraid of …. 
Falling 
Being knocked down 
Being hit or bullied 
Going to the dentist 
Hospitals 

F5:  Afraid of …. 
Being picked on 
Being laughed at 
Being lonely 
Losing someone important 
Being given out to 
Someone you love being hurt 
 

F6:  Afraid of ….. 
Being wrong 
Failing 
Not being liked/loved 
Embarrassed in front of friends 
 

 

Each box shows fears of a different kind. Can 
you add other similar fears to each box?  Pick 

one from each box and write it in on the grid be-
low.  Can you suggest ways of dealing with the 

fears you picked? 
F1:  Afraid of …..  
Spiders 
Dogs 
Rats 
Fire 
Water 
Heights 
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Objectives: 
 

a) To explore different types of fear and investigate strategies for 

dealing with them.  
 
 

Activity: 
 

Taking each box at a time ask the children what the fears in each group have in com-
mon. (e.g. F2 contains fears you can‟t do anything about, the fears in F 4 are physical 
fears whereas F5 has to do  with emotional fears and so on)  When they have discussed 

the different types of fear ask them to write additional fears into the appropriate boxes. 
This exercise raises awareness of the different types of fear.  
 

Ask the children to consider the fears of the Boy and the Girl in the play. What  were 
they? Add them to the appropriate box if they are not already there. How did the Boy 
and the Girl deal with their fears? Did they deal with fears differently or in the same 
way?   
 
People are different and react differently to things. Ask each child to select which type of 

fear they think is the worst. They might list the boxes, grading them in order from worst 
to least frightening, or they might colour them using the darkest colours for the ones 
they consider to contain the greatest fears. The difference in these ratings will prompt a 

discussion on the differences between people‟s fears. Recognising these differences will 
validate the personal fears of each individual child.  
 

 

Follow-on: 
 
Next select one example of each type of fear and write it into the appropriate line of the 
grid. This allows the children to select their own personal fears without obliging them to 
do so. Then ask them to suggest ways of dealing with these fears. If they have no sug-

gestions they could write a large question mark. It is important to explain at this point 
that they are not being asked for a cure, or a magic solution, but for some suggestion 
which will help either to lessen the fear or to cope with it. You might discuss the value of 

ritual (lighting the candle) or mantra (“take a great big breath”) as a distraction or reas-
surance.  
 

Having written them down, the class can then pool their suggestions until they have a 
list of suggestions for dealing with each fear. These can be written on the blackboard or 
on charts or pieces of card. Children can respond to suggestions as they are being called 

out by a show of hands for the ones they feel would be most effective. Then suggest 
that each person write down for him/herself the ideas which she/he found most useful.  
 
Now look at the adults in the play. What do you think the Stepmother‟s greatest fear 
was? What was the Father most afraid of? Was the old woman afraid of anything? How 
did each one deal with their respective fears?  Discuss the effects of fear on their ac-
tions.  

 

Section B:3        Teacher’s Notes 
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 Section  B:4 

Some changes happen in regular patterns, 

night follows day, the tide goes in and out. 
Some changes are unexpected. We can feel 

differently about changes and sometimes we can 

feel more than one emotion about the same change, e.g. moving to a new house can be excit-
ing, scary and perhaps a bit sad.  
 

In the sections below write down types of changes that you think can be sad, happy, scary or 
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Section B:4        Teacher’s Notes 
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Objective:  
 

a) To introduce the concept of change as a natural and inevitable 
part of living.  

b) To explore both positive and negative aspects of change and our 
emotional responses to them. 

 

 

 Activity: 
 

 Using the illustrations on the activity sheet as a starting point, ask the children to give  

 examples of changes that occur in nature such as day and night, season and tides. Begin 
 by emphasising the positive and beneficial aspects of such changes. Discuss plant and 
 animal life cycles and the changes involved. Explore with them the idea that change is 

 the motor force of life. Without it nothing would happen, we would never grow up or 
learn anything. Time would stand still. 

 

 Ask the pupils to look at the types of change mentioned on the activity page (sad, happy 
 etc.) and ask for different examples of changes that might happen in their own lives or 
 in other people‟s. Now ask them to list these examples and any others they may think 

 of in the appropriate sections. Focus particularly on the examples the children have 
 suggested in the Scary Change and the Exciting Change sections.   

 How many of the suggestions could be in both sections?   
  

 Discuss the idea that most significant changes in life have their scary side and their ex-
citing side.  How can we concentrate on the exciting side? Do any of the changes sug-
gested have both a happy and a sad side? 

 

Follow-on: 
  

 Explore the experience of change for the characters in the play. For the two children 
change is sudden, harsh and ultimately life threatening. Discuss the changes they face. 
Ask the class to identify these changes and rank them in order of the most frightening. 

(Death of their mother, their father re-marries, their playmates leave, they are hungry, 
their father and stepmother plan to abandon them in the forest, etc.)  

 

 Is anyone to blame for these changes? Some of them are brought about by hard times, 
most come about because of decisions made by others and some by choices made by 
the Boy and the Girl. Are any changes in the control of the children? Which?  

 
 In small groups discuss how the Boy and the Girl deal with the changes. 
 Do they take a positive or negative reaction to the changes?  How can one be positive 

about such changes?  Are there any examples in the play where someone takes a posi-
tive attitude to change? Is anger a significant response to unwelcome change? How do 
the children treat their stepmother? How should we regard the children‟s attempts to 
return home? Positive? Negative? Natural? 

  
  (Section B:5 suggests further exploration of change)  



 

 

 Section  B:5 

Something I was afraid of when I was 

younger but it doesn’t scare me anymore. 

Something I am afraid of about the future.  

Things change. Time passes and we grow up and we have to move 

on from where we feel comfortable to take on new challenges and 
opportunities. But change is sometimes scary because we must 
face into the unknown. 

1 

2 

On card 1 write down a fear 

you once had but now you 
have overcome that fear e.g. 
going to school for the first 
time or going to sleep with 
the light off. 
Think about how you over-

came that fear. How would 
you advise someone else how 
to deal with a similar fear? 

On card 2 write down a fear 

you have now about the fu-
ture or a fear that you think 
others of your age have. e.g. 

having to make new friends in 
secondary school  or of not 
fitting in. 

Think about how an expert 
might advise someone else 
how to deal with a similar 

fear? 

  

  

  

  

Make a list of eight differ-

ent kinds of expert who 
might be able to advise us 
on such matters. 
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Objectives: 
 

a) To explore fears related to change and growing up and investi-
gate strategies for dealing with them.  

 

 

Activity: 
 

The recently published longitudinal study, Growing up in Ireland, found that nine-year-

olds look forward to their next big transition, to secondary school, with a mixture excite-
ment and anxiety. Perhaps our response to much life change is similar, a mixture of an-
ticipation and trepidation.  

 
Part 1 of the worksheet asks the pupils to look back at an earlier transition when they 
were afraid of some change which is now well past and no longer holds any fear. Write 
the past fear on card 1 of the worksheet or on a separate piece of paper. Now in pairs, 

ask the children to tell each other of the fear and how s/he deal with it, overcame it. 
When each pair has finished, the fears might be named or shared with the whole class. 
This exercise should remind and reassure the children that they have faced and dealt 

with fear of change already 
 
Part 2 of the worksheet asks the pupils to write down a fear that they currently have re-

lating to the future or a fear they believe others of their age-group have. The cards 
should be collected and read out randomly, naming all the fears but not identifying the 
author.  

 
Discuss who one would go to, to seek advice on how to deal with these fears. Ask each 
pupil to write down a list of the sorts of people one might approach who might be able 

to help, someone expert in this area.  
 
The class again divides into pairs.  One is „A‟ and one of the pair is „B‟. „A‟ is a child that 

wishes to get some advice.  „B‟ is someone they feel they could go to, an expert. As a 
pair they choose one of the fears they have heard (it does not have to be specifically 
their own, though that is an option too, no-one need know). The scene starts with „A‟ 

telling „B‟ about the fear. All the pairs play out the first minute of the conversation at the 
same time. 
 

Feedback.  What people did they choose to share the fear with?  What kind of reaction 
did they get?  
  
Now ask the „A‟s to come together and make a circle with their chairs facing outwards.  

The „B‟s then sit in front of their partner, making an inward looking circle. The A‟s are 
„The Experts‟. The B‟s are „The Child‟.  „The Child‟ thinks of a fear that they may have in 
relation to growing up which they will be sharing with „the expert‟ sitting across from 

them.  Each „Expert‟ will be given one minute to try and help „The Child‟.  When the one 
minute is up, the teacher will say „freeze‟.  All conversations stop.  The teacher will then 
say „change‟  „The Child‟ will stand up and move one seat clockwise or to their left.  They 

then repeat their fear to the new „Expert‟.  The pattern continues enough so that the 
„Child‟ can hear a variety of responses. 
 

Feedback.  What kind of fears was „The Expert‟ hearing?  What kind of help was „The 
Child‟ getting?  Did anyone hear anything they think was useful in tackling the fear? Was 
there differences in reactions?  

 

Section B:5        Teacher’s Notes 
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A Murder of Crows 

Appendix 1 
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A Murder of Crows – Synopsis 

 

 

The play opens with a tableau of a father and his children gathered around a freshly opened 

grave. A chorus of crows sets the scene for us, describing hard times, a time of great scarcity. 

There is a house close by a very large forest where live a boy, a girl, a father and a 
stepmother. The children‟s mother has recently died and their father has remarried. It is too 
soon for the children and they resent their stepmother. He is a woodcutter but no one is 

buying wood. Nothing is growing and everyone is hungry including the crows.  
  
 

We witness two scenes of conflict when the Girl refuses to kiss the Stepmother and the Boy 

refuses to eat a meal she has cooked, making their Father angry. People are leaving because 
of the famine and the children have no playmates. We see cycles of death and birth, the Girl 

catches and kills a crow for dinner, a new crow is hatched, the Stepmother is expecting a baby. 
 
 

The Boy and the Girl overhear a conversation in which the Stepmother persuades the Father 

that they must abandon the children in the forest. There is not enough food to keep them all 
alive and their new baby deserves a chance. The children hear their Father agree to the plan 

and are shocked.    
 
 

The Boy comes up with a plan. He collects white pebbles which will shine in the light of the 

moon. The next day the parents take the children deep into the forest but the Boy lays a trail 
of pebbles. Providing the children with a fire and some bread the parents leave them to their 

fate. When the moon rises the children follow the trail home.  
 
 

Things do not get any better at home and some while later the children again overhear the 

parents plan to desert them in the forest, but this time the door is locked and the Boy cannot 
get out to gather pebbles. Instead he uses the piece of bread the Stepmother has given him to 

lay a trail of crumbs. They again wait until night when the moon comes up but the crows have 
eaten the crumbs and they realise they cannot find their way home. They squabble about the 
viability of using bread as a trail, but the Girl concludes that since the parents don‟t want them 

there isn‟t a point to going home.  
 
 

They wander for several days, lost and hungry. They regret not having paid attention to which 

were the edible berries the Stepmother picked. They smell smoke and food cooking. They 
follow the smell, and we know from the reaction of the crows that this is a bad idea. They 

come across a cottage and an old woman stirring a pot. She offers food. She is frail and short-
sighted and seems harmless but the Girl is wary and holds back. But hunger overcomes 
caution and the children eat. The old woman ascertains that the children have been 

abandoned. She takes the Boy‟s hand and comments that he is skin and bone. She offers food 
in return for their help with the garden and housework. The crows again hint that all is not well 
but don‟t intervene. 
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Several months have passed and the children have grown healthy again. The Girl helps the 

old woman peel spuds. She wonders why there are so many crows around. The old woman 

tells her that they gather where there is food to be found. She takes the Boy‟s hand and 
comments he has a bit more meat on his bones. She instructs the Girl to put the spuds in the 
oven and to put more logs on the fire.  

 

 
In reply to a question the old woman tells them there have been many children there. She 

still has a hold of the Boy‟s hand and begins a creepy version of This Little Piggy Went to 
Market. 
The Girl has found the Old woman‟s glasses but hides them when she hears her saying how 

much she likes roast beef. The Girl announces that they have to be going home soon. The Boy 
asks about bones he has found in the garden. The old woman says that she used to keep 
chickens.  

 
 

Something in the way the crows look at the bones persuades the Girl that these are not 

chicken bones and as the old woman goes to look after her oven, the Girl accuses her of being 
up to something. The old woman points out that the Boy seems happy and asks the Girl to 
„Remember, what ever I do, once upon a time I was you‟.  
 
 

The Girl tries to persuade the Boy to leave but he refuses saying that „She needs me, and she 
feeds me‟. The Girl spells it out to the Boy that if they stay they will die. The old woman 
intends to eat them and is even now stoking the fire. She pleads with her brother to help her 
push the old woman into her own oven but he cannot. She enters the house alone. 

 
 

The crows gather around the house. It gets hotter and hotter. there is a whoosh and the 

crows scatter. The Girl emerges saying that it is finished. The Boy asks what she has done but 
doesn‟t really want to know. He is sure that the old woman wouldn‟t have harmed them „… 
people don‟t do those things, not to children!‟ „Don‟t they?‟ replies the Girl. They head off into 

the forest led by the Girl, unsure where they are going but heading „straight as a die as a crow 
would fly‟. 
 

 

The chorus of crows again take up the story, commenting on how hard times bring out the 

best and the worst in people. They describe a river of people leaving by sea. They tell us that 

the children made it home but things had changed. The Stepmother had died in childbirth and 
the Father was not the man he was. After some years the Boy went away and the Girl now 
lives in the cottage in the forest with the crows. 

 
  
 

THE END 
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A Choice No Parent Should Have to Make 
 

“Parents are being forced to choose which of 

their children receive water and meager rations 

of food.” A Choice No Parent Should Have to 
Make (courtesy of Heifer International.) 

Parents fleeing the devastating famine on foot 

— sometimes with as many as seven children in 
tow — are having to make unimaginably cruel choices: Which chil-

dren have the best chance to survive when food and water run low? 

Who should be left behind? 
 

“I have never faced such a dilemma in my life,” Yusuf told The Asso-

ciated Press.  “Now I’m reliving the pain of abandoning my child. I 

wake up at night to think about him. I feel terrified whenever I see a 
son of his age.”    (12th Aug  2011 Somalia) 

Resource Notes 

Throughout the world people face impossible choices. Hard times are always somewhere. They 

have a disproportionate effect on children. 
 

Some of the following may be of assistance in relation to the choices made in the play, especial-
ly by the father and stepmother. 

Desperate Somali mothers are abandoning their dy-
ing children by the roadside as they travel to over-

whelmed emergency food centres in drought-hit east-

ern Africa, United Nations officials say. Reuters/AFP 

Child picking rubbish  
- Brazil 

Street Kids in Brazil 

Street children in Kinshasa rep-

resent a social force authorities 

find difficult to contain 

"The Sketch of a Woman and Children represents Bridget O'Donnel.  

 

Her story is briefly this:--  

'. . .we were put out last November; we owed some rent.  

I was at this time lying in fever. . .  
they commenced knocking down the house,  

and had half of it knocked down when two neighbours,  

women, Nell Spellesley and Kate How, carried me out. . .  

I was carried into a cabin, and lay there for eight days,  

when I had the creature (the child) born dead.  

I lay for three weeks after that.  

The whole of my family got the fever, and one boy thirteen  

years old died with want and with hunger while we were lying sick.'" 
 

Illustrated London News, December 22, 1849 

Barnstorm Theatre Company 2011                   25 

http://blog.heifer.org/2011/08/choice-no-parent-should-have-to-make.html
http://blog.heifer.org/2011/08/choice-no-parent-should-have-to-make.html


 

 

Barnstorm Theatre Company 
Presents 

 
 

A Murder of Crows 
by Mike Kenny  

in collaboration with the company 

Cast 
 

    Boy      Paul Curley      

    Girl     Sarah Kinlen    

    Father     Conor Donelan    

    Stepmother    Annette Flynn 

    Old Woman    Fiona McGeown 

    Leader of the Crows  Shane O’Reilly  

       

Other crows performed by members of the cast 

Director   Philip Hardy   Composer   Pól Brennan 
Movement Direction Sheila Creevey Set Design   Carol Betera 

Voice Coach   Russell Smith  Lighting Design  Mark Galione 

Production Manager Vincent Dempsey Costume Design  Harmless Creatures 

Tour/Stage Manager Steve Rider  Graphic Design  Alé Mercado 

Deputy Stage Manager Ceire Hoey  Photographs   Dylan Vaughan 

Lighting Technician Dave Halpin  Set Construction  Andrew Clancy &  

Sound Technician  Mike O’Halloran       T.P.S. 

Admin PR & Marketing Nuala Roche  Education Pack  Vincent Dempsey 
 

Lullaby sung by Tara Byrne 

For Barnstorm  Theatre  Company 

 

Artistic Director  Philip Hardy 

General Manager  Vincent Dempsey 

Outreach Officer  Anna Galligan 

************************** 

 
Barnstorm wishes to acknowledge with gratitude the generous financial support it has received 

from the following organisations: 

The Arts Council      Kilkenny County Council  

 

We would like to extend special thanks to the Friends of Barnstorm for all their support  

  

 

Devising Company 

 

Paul Curley, Anna Galligan, Philip Hardy, Maeve Ingoldsby, Sarah Johnson, Shane O’Reilly,  

Will Pinchin & Ben Samuels. 


