
youngpeoplestheatre.ca

I on the Sky Study Guide

education partner

I on the sky

study guide

WRITTEN & DIRECTED BY YVES SIMARD
PRODUCED BY DYNAMO THÉÂTRE

WRITTEN BY: KAREN GIlODO AND lOIS ADAMSON  
WITH ExCERPTS fROM DYNAMO THÉÂTRE
DESIGN AND lAYOUT BY JAN BORKOWSKI
SEASON DESIGN BY KEY GORDON

andréanne joubert in a scene from I on the Sky ; set design (concept) by yves simard, set, 
costume & prop design by pierre-étienne locas, lighting design by sylvain letendre  
photos © robert etcheverry, illustration by jan borkowski.



youngpeoplestheatre.ca

I on the Sky Study Guide

2

table of contents

Within the theatre, electronic devices are not permitted, 
as they affect our sound system. Photography, audio and 
video recording during a performance are prohibited by 
the Canadian Theatre Agreement. This is important, as it 
ensures the protection of the work of the artists.

We ask that you enjoy any food, drinks, candy and gum 
before entering the theatre. YPT is a nut-free zone, as 
many people have severe, life-threatening allergies, so no 
peanuts or nut products are permitted in the theatre.

Important thIngs to consIder  
In the theatre

dIscuss wIth your class the role 
of an audIence member
You play a vital part in the success of a theatrical performance.  
In the way that the actors have a responsibility to the audi-
ence, as audience members, you have a responsibility to 
each other and to the actors on stage. 

Actors are thrilled when the audience is engaged and 
responsive. We want you to laugh, cheer, clap and really 
enjoy your time at the theatre. At the same time, please 
remember to be considerate. Talking, whispering and ex-
cessive movement during a live performance is distracting 
for the actors and disruptive for other audience members. 

Watching a play can often make you think about things 
in a new way. The Q&A after the show is the perfect time 
for you to ask questions you might have. As you watch the 
play, prepare one question to ask the actors.

thInkIng about the  
whole productIon
During the show, look at different aspects of the produc-
tion together. Before the show, identify tasks for your class. 
For instance, have one group focusing on the set, another 
listening for the music and sound effects, a third watching 
the lighting and a fourth, the costumes. Compare notes 
after the show about what you observe. You will be more 
informed and you’ll be surprised by how much you noticed.

theatre is a 
two-way exchange
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We’re so glad you’re coming to visit us here at the the-
atre. We want you to feel safe and welcome whenever 
you come to YPT. Whether you’ve come to the theatre 
before or this is your first time at YPT, this guide will 
help prepare you for your visit.
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the study guide
thematIc overvIew
Welcome to the study guide for I on the Sky. It is always a pleasure to host Dynamo Theatre here at YPT. Their theatre of acro-
batic movement evokes feelings and emotions and tells stories of young people in complicated situations. The audience is always 
required to use their imaginations and the experience of watching their shows is active and engaging.

In this guide you will find exercises to help you and your students explore the themes in the play in a creative and meaningful way.
Students will explore non-verbal storytelling, creating environments and character develpment exercises. As a class you will dis-
cuss the ways in which we interact with one another in the public spaces of our communities. What does it feel like to be new to a 
community? How do we find where we belong? These are questions to explored in a creative way.

This season our theme is I hope, I dream, I wish. We sincerely hope you will enjoy I on the Sky and that you will join us for other 
shows during our season. 

strands and curriculum connections 

CURRICUlUM CONNECTIONS: Dance, Social Studies, Equity and Inclusive Education

CHARACTER EDUCATION CONNECTIONS: Empathy, Kindness & Caring, Perseverance, Respect

THEMES: Physical Expression, Resilience

the company
the cast creatIve team

Director 
Assistant Director

Set Design (concept)
Set, Costume and  

Prop Designer
Composers

Video
lighting
Makeup

laurianne brabant
andréanne Joubert

marie-Ève lafontaine
frédéric nadeau

hugues sarra-bournet

yves simard
Josée fontaine-rubi
yves simard

pierre-Étienne locas
christian légaré, J. s. bach
michel-antoine castonguay
sylvain letendre
suzanne trépanier

synopsis

about dynamo théâtre

Against the backdrop of a constantly changing sky, a young woman sits on a park bench. Her only piece of luggage is a small suit-
case in which she keeps some sheet music and a few objects belonging to people with which she had to part company. Through 
flashbacks, she remembers events that led her to flee her homeland. The crowd of strangers moving by consider her with indiffer-
ence and contempt, until her path crosses that of a young runaway, in exile herself. She discovers a fragile tie in a faraway land.

As a recipient of many awards both from peers and audiences, DynamO Théâtre constantly tries to push the limits of a dynamic 
theatre style that its artists consider essential. This style takes advantage of the many facets of movement, with choreographies 
that introduce characters and tell stories. Audiences may be drawn initially by the impressive acrobatic feats, but later on they 
relate to topics that touch them and challenge their beliefs about the world around, just like traveling the world shapes young 
people’s outlook.
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Movement and acrobatics act as representations of the state of 
the world. They depict through action or movement the state 
and feelings of characters and the  emotion arising from a situ-
ation. Take this sentence from the plot: “a woman blown in by 
a storm”. The woman’s movement, i.e. to be carried and blown 
away by a storm, is the image of her flight. Rather than using 
words to say that this woman was forced to escape a conflict, 
I decided to depict the sequence from a poetic and evocative 
standpoint by using the strength of a storm as the impetus for 
movement. Movement does not say everything. Being evoca-
tive means giving room to audiences so they can imagine part 
of the story. Acrobatics supplements the movement. It acts as 
a thrust, i.e. the exclamation point of the choreographic phrase. 
Acrobatics can convey a character’s emotional by building on it. 
Thanks to acrobatics, movement becomes larger than life. 

how can an acrobatic movement describe a feeling or an 
emotion?

In a production that has no words, everything must serve to 
enhance movements and gestures. The first impressions stem-
ming from the script often come from the original set idea (the 
park bench) and the theme (exile). In I on the Sky,  the trampo-
line and the bench were there at the very first working session 
with the performers: bodies challenging the set design. The 
contribution of the performers is crucial to creating this type 
of production. After going through several improvisations, we 
develop a syntax that will help script the movement in space. It 
is like writing on a blank piece of paper. The performers offer 
up a series of movements taken from the script and the direc-
tor chooses what helps move the story or the feeling forward. 
It is by switching back and forth that the director and the team 
of designers come to an understanding.

how does the director manage to choose the movements and 
when they will be used during the performance?

You will notice many rotations in the sequences. Rotations are 
a way of representing the search for oneself, the “where am 
I going?” that characters experience. let me take you back 
again to the beginning of the performance: “a woman blown 
in by a storm”. The wind makes her spin like a top. Swirling 
like a dead leaf is very poetic imagery. In spite of herself, she is 
blown away in the wind like a dead leaf falling from a tree. The 
rotating movement shows the loss of control. When you direct 
a scene, there are always recurring movements from one scene 
to the next. That is part of the vocabulary that makes up the 
phrasing. Words can be powerful, full of imagery and direct, 
but so can movement. It is all a question of vocabulary, phras-
ing, balance, rhythm and interpretation. A powerful speech 
resonates in the spectator’s ears as much as a powerful move-
ment. What sets them apart is that moving bodies draw spec-
tators’ attention visually while words and text require more 
concentration and good hearing. Seeing or hearing. feeling as 
opposed to understanding. My challenge in I on the Sky was 
to use movement alone to tell a story. The power of images 
in the production comes from a pool of movements. Bear in 
mind that the movement also includes music, video projections, 
lighting and costumes. This blend of elements helps create 
clear, powerful and poetic imagery.

why did you choose movement rather than words as a means 
of expression in the production?

In the case of I on the Sky, it’s almost an act of resistance. The 
idea that a play is often a storyline based on text, words and 
speech is often a given. I deliberately wanted to tell a story 
without using words, at a time when everything needs to be 
said, spelled out and demonstrated at a speed of 30 images/
second. I wanted to immerse the audience in a sea of poetry, of 
evocative imagery and leave room for contemplation, like when 
you stop and gaze at the sky for some time. If the value of a 
country is a function of its natural resources, the same could 
apply to the elements of a play. By playing its part, each ele-
ment enriches the play in the same way a natural water reserve 
or a diamond mine does so for a country.

Interview with the playwright

 l-r: frédéric nadeau, andréanne joubert in a scene from I on the Sky ; set design 
(concept) by yves simard, set, costume & prop design by pierre-étienne locas, 
lighting design by sylvain letendre | photos © robert etcheverry. 
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currIculum expectatIons

exercIse 1: usIng ImagInatIon to create obJect

exercIse 2: sculptIng Ideal envIronments

units of study

pre-show exercises

pre-show Questions

By participating in these exercises, students will:
• use movement as a language to explore and communicate ideas derived from a variety of sources.
• plan and shape the direction of the drama or role play by collaborating with others to develop ideas, both in and out of role.
• demonstrate an understanding of the element of role by selectively using some other elements of drama to build belief in a 

role and establish its dramatic context.
• engage in dramatic play and role play, with a focus on exploring themes, ideas, characters and issues from imagination or in 

stories from diverse communities, times and places.

•	 What are the essential elements in “dramatizing” a play, i.e. making sure the basic 
idea of a story is conveyed adequately on stage?

•	 How can an acrobatic movement describe a feeling or an emotion?
•	 Why might a director choose movement rather than words as a means of expression?
•	 Discuss the following statement: “Running away often boils down to escaping some-

thing.” What prompts people to want or need to escape their situation?

• Have students stand in a circle. 
• Begin by shaping an imaginary object using mime. Show 

the group how one might use this object (i.e. a toothbrush, 
hairdryer, basketball). Once the use of the object is under-
stood pass it to the next person.

• The next person must use the object with its original 
purpose (i.e. if the object was used as a toothbrush the 
person receiving the object must use it first as a tooth-
brush). Once the object has been used the participant 
must change and re-shape the object into something very 
different, show its use and then pass it along to the next 
participant.

• This exercise continues until everyone in the circle has had 
the opportunity to create a new object using mime.

• This is a non-verbal activity. Participants should not explain 
the use of the object.

• If the object being mimed is not immediately clear to the 
group, the participant working with that object must con-
tinue to use new strategies and ways of showing its use 
until its meaning is known.

Materials:
Space for students to create tableaux. Please see Appendix #A for the Checklist for Effective Tableaux.

Directions:
• Using the template, review with students what makes an 

effective tableau.
• Review with students the meaning of the words “ideal” 

and “perfect”.
• Organize students into 3 groups.
• Within each group, have one half of the students become 

the “sculptors”. The remaining students in each group will 
become the “clay”.

• Assign each of the 3 groups one of the following environ-
ments: home, school, country.

• Have the sculptors spend a few minutes sculpting the clay 
into what they see to be the ideal version of their given 
environment.

• Using a gallery approach, have students tour the room, 
observing each of the 3 tableaux for a few minutes.

• Have the “sculptors” and the “clay” switch roles and repeat 
the exercise, creating the ideal home.

• Repeat this activity, giving students the chance to create 
their ideal school and their ideal country.

Debrief with Students:
• How did you decide what makes an ideal environment?
• Did everyone in your group agree?
• How did you use your bodies to convey your ideas, rather 

than words?
• Are these ideal environments really perfect for everyone or 

only ideal places for some people? for whom? Why might 
this be?

• Are any of the ideal environments we created possible? 
Should we hope for them? Or, are they simply wishes?
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• In this exercise students will be asked to create an en-
vironment without using any language.

• Start by brainstorming different kinds of environments 
with students (i.e. a beach, schoolyard, office etc.)

• Create a playing space in the classroom that will be the 
stage area.

• Create another space for the audience.
• Ask one student who feels ready to volunteer to go 

onstage and create the environment. That student 
should take their time denoting their chosen environ-
ment and trying to show the class where they are. They 
will not speak but they will act as though they are in that 
environment. 

• Things to consider: what is the temperature of the en-
vironment? Is it a safe place? Is it dangerous? What time 
of day is it?

• Once students in the audience think they know the en-
vironment that is being created, they may one by one go 
onstage and join in. 

• Students may acknowledge one another and interact 
but they may not speak to each other.

• The exercise is over when everyone is onstage participating.
• Ask the student who created the environment to reveal 

the chosen environment.
• Debrief with students. Were they correct in their as-

sumption of the environment being created? How did 
they know? Were students wrong about the environ-
ment? Did the environment change from the original 
choice into something else? If so, why? How did people 
interact in the environment? Was it a friendly or threat-
ening place to be? Why? How did the students move-
ment affect the environment?

Extention:
In this next round, give students a specific environment to create. Ask them to also think about the mood of the environment 
given and to incorporate that mood into the environment.

pre-show culminating exercise
creatIng envIronments

l-r: marie-ève lafontaine, frédéric nadeau, hugues sarra-bournet, andréanne joubert in a scene from I on the Sky ; set design (concept) by yves simard, set, costume & prop design by pierre-
étienne locas, lighting design by sylvain letendre | photos © robert etcheverry. 
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• In I on the Sky, which object is used in a surprising way? 
What is it used as originally? What does it become in the 
character’s mind?

• Why do you think the story takes place in a park?
• Though the setting does not change, how does the en-

vironment develop?

• How do the different characters affect one another and 
the park?

• How does it feel to go someplace new?
• What’s the most difficult thing about moving to a new 

school, neighbourhood, city or country? What’s the 
most exciting part of it?

Materials:
2 chairs or a bench

Directions:
• Have students sit, forming an audience, in front of a play-

ing space with 2 chairs or a bench.
• 3 students will participate in each improvised scene.
• To begin, one student will start, entering the playing space 

and taking a seat. Their job is to make it clear to the audi-
ence who and where they are (i.e. a bus stop, doctor’s 
office, audition hall, movie theatre, principal’s office, class-
room, grocery store checkout, etc.).

• The second student will then enter the scene and will also 
communicate who and where they are.

• These two characters will interact.
• A third student will then enter the scene, acting as the cue 

for the first student to leave. It is the job of this student to 
figure out and communicate a reason they must leave.

• following each scene, have students in the audience try 
to discern where the scene took place, who the characters 
were, and why one chose to leave.

• Repeat this until everyone has had a chance to participate.

Extension:
In order to develop the characters for this and the culminating 
activity, give students one flashcard from the following three 
categories: age, country of origin, state of mind. The flashcards 
can be found in Appendix B on page 10.

post-show Questions

post-show exercises
exercIse: bus stop

Teacher Prompt:
Provide students with examples of environments, possible  
characters and reasons for leaving before beginning the activity.

l-r: hugues sarra-bournet, marie-ève lafontaine, andréanne joubert, laurianne brabant in a scene from I on the Sky ; set design (concept) by yves simard, set, costume & prop design by pierre-
étienne locas, lighting design by sylvain letendre | photos © robert etcheverry. 
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In this exercise students will use the characters they developed 
in the previous exercise to create an environment that drama-
tizes new beginnings.

• As a class, set up the classroom with a playing space that 
resembles a city park. Create an area where children could 
play, park benches, grassy areas for picnics and anything 
else that would help evoke the environment.

• Have students reflect on the character they created in the 
previous activity and ask them to prepare for the activity 
by getting into character.

• Set up a structured improvisation whereby the students 
will interact in the park for a certain amount of time. The 
goal is to have a meaningful interaction (non-verbally!) 
with someone else in the park. The interaction can be posi-
tive or negative.

• One by one have students enter the park in character. By 
sidecoaching, ask them to explore the space and one 
another. How will they approach one another? Will they 
make eye contact? Avoid eye contact?

• Once students have made contact, encourage them to 
share something with one another (again, non-verbally).

• When students feel that they had a meaningful interaction 
with someone else (or several others) they may leave the 
park and sit down in the audience area.

Debrief:
• How did students feel entering the park? Did the space 

feel threatening or non-threatening? 
• Did students find it difficult or easy to interact with others 

in the park? Why? 
• What was it like to interact without talking? Did students 

find they could communicate effectively? Why? Why not?
• Did this improvised experience remind them of a real-life 

experience?

Extension:
Try the exercise again but this time, allow students to speak.
Debrief the difference between these two experiences.

post-show culminating activity

in back: laurianne brabant; marie-ève lafontaine - in front: hugues sarra-bournet; andréanne joubert; frédéric nadeau in a scene from I on the Sky ; set design (concept) by yves simard, set, 
costume & prop design by pierre-étienne locas, lighting design by sylvain letendre | photos © robert etcheverry. 

new begInnIngs
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appendix a
checklIst for effectIve tableau

Positioning shows the audience a clear understand-
ing of what is happening in the scene.

facial expressions illustrate the characters’ thoughts 
and emotions.

The piece uses different levels and depths.

The scene is completely frozen (including gaze of 
characters).

There is one or more distinct focal points in the scene.

Jon kaplan’s IntroductIon to student revIewers

reviewing a play

Theatre is, for me, an art form that tells me something about 
myself or gets me thinking about the world in which I live.  

Whether going to the theatre as a reviewer or simply an 
audience member, I think that watching a play is an emo-
tional experience and not just an intellectual one. I always let 
a show wash over me, letting it touch my feelings, and only 
later, after the show, do I try to analyze those feelings.  

That’s when I start to think about some of the basic ques-
tions you ask when you’re writing a review – what did I see 
(story, characters, themes); how did I respond to what I saw; 
what parts of the production (script, performances, direction, 
design and possibly other elements) made me feel and think 
what I did; why was I supposed to respond in that fashion?

When you go to the theatre to review, take a few notes during 
a show if you feel comfortable doing so, but don’t spend your 
time writing the review during the show; you’ll miss what’s hap-
pening onstage.

Writing a review doesn’t mean providing a plot summary. 
That’s only part of the job; you have to discuss your reaction 
to what you saw and try to explore some of the reasons for 
that reaction.    

I don’t believe that there’s any such thing as a totally object-
ive piece of criticism. We are all individuals, bringing our own 
backgrounds, experiences and beliefs to a production. In some 
fashion, every one of us sitting in the theatre is a critic, no mat-
ter whether we’re writing a review or not; we all react to and 
form judgments about what we see on the stage.

When I go to a production, I always keep in mind that the 
people involved in putting it on have worked long and hard – 
weeks, months, sometimes years – getting it onto the stage. 
Even if I have problems with the result, it’s important to respect 
the efforts that went into the show.

Jon Kaplan is senior theatre writer at NOW Magazine, where 
he’s worked for the past 30 years.
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appendix b
flash cards
AGES:

COuNTry Of OriGiN:

STATE Of MiND:

25-40>25 41-60 61-80

HOT
COLD

Happy to 
be in new 
place.

Upset to 
be in new 
place.

Angry to 
be in new 
place.
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Covenant House
www.covenanthouse.ca

Canada World youth
http://cwy-jcm.com/

united Nations High Commission on refugees
www.unhcr.ca/

refugee teenagers:
www.unhcr.org/4534f1e713.html

refugees: A Canadian Perspective:
www.unac.org/learn/wrld/Refugees/REfeng.htm

Against All Odds:
www.playagainstallodds.com/factualweb/us/index.html

sources

YPT provides subsidized programs to qualifying schools through our Connections and Arts Impact initiatives, 
which offer students and teachers the ability to experience, participate and learn through live theatre. It is only 
with the generous support of our Education Partner, BMO Financial Group and our Arts Impact Sponsor, Great 
West Life, London Life & Canada Life, along with Tippet Foundation and an anonymous donor, that these pro-
grams are made possible. Please visit youngpeoplestheatre.ca for additional information.

subsidized programs for schools
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documents
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YPT is the largest 
Theatre for Young 
Audences (TYA) com-
pany in Canada and 
a significant institu-
tion in the Canadian 
professional theatre 
community. Over our 
47-year history we 
have produced many 
of the most important 

works that now form the canon of plays for young 
audiences in this country. At the heart of founder 
Susan Rubes’ idea for Young People’s Theatre 
(YPT) was a belief that children deserve a theatre 
of their own – with resources and standards no 
lesser than those for adults. She believed – as we 
do today – that young people deserve good the-
atre because theatre is good for young people.

Through the communal experience of the theatre 
we create for them, children can receive indica-
tions of what is important, funny, trivial; positive, 
negative, wrong, right, rightish, wrongish; fright-
ening, reassuring, empowering, unavoidable; fam-
iliar, new, eternal … We strongly believe that even 
through the most playful of plays, we are speak-
ing powerfully to children about the community 
and the world in which they live.

Therefore, at the centre of the artistic policy of 
YPT is a desire to have a positive and lasting 
impact on the emotional, social, and intellectual 
development of young people. We want children 
to be imprinted with experiences that will increase 
their access to the world, in order for them to 
grow into the unique and wonderful people they 
were born to be. To do this, our programming is 
drawn from the world classics of children’s stor-

ies, from contemporary works, from the new plays 
we develop, and from productions showcasing 
the most innovative and accomplished theatre for 
young audiences by other Canadian and inter-
national theatre companies.

At YPT, because we are serious about child de-
velopment through theatre art, children can ex-
perience our work as either audience members or 
theatre creators. We extend the learning oppor-
tunities of our professional productions through 
our substantial Education & Participation Depart-
ment. The Department’s services for teachers and 
students helps connect curriculum objectives and 
learning outcomes to the content of our profes-
sional productions; its Community Participation 
projects link our theatre skill with the educational 
aspirations of partners who are dedicated to 
the growth of young people; our interest-based 
Drama School offers young people the chance to 
engage deeply in the excitement of theatre art; 
and our Community Volunteer programme offers 
everyone who wants it, the opportunity to partici-
pate in the mission of YPT. 

YPT is not only a professional theatre for young 
audiences but a vital community-based centre of 
arts education.

Allen MacInnis
artistic director

young people’s theatre

educatIon & partIcIpatIon department
KArEN GilODO
EDuCATiONAl SErviCES DirECTOr
416.363.5131 x230 
KGilODO@yOuNGPEOPlESTHEATrE.CA

416.862.2222 | youngpeoplestheatre.ca|165 front street east, toronto on, m5a 3z4


