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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  
theatre. 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

where Binti’s Journey Began...

gIrls, aIds and educatIon: a crItIcal focus

HIV. AIDS. Sub-Saharan Africa. Orphans. Community. Advocacy. Hope.

Since Theatre Direct first produced the play, Binti’s Journey in 2008, these words - HIV/AIDS, Sub-Saharan Africa, Orphans, 
Community, Advocacy, and Hope - have permeated our educational landscape more and more, bringing with them a flood of pre-
associations, vague ideas, and strong surges of “needing to do something.” we observe this feeling within our children, our school 
communities, and our families.
 
Movements like Craig kielburger’s Me to We campaign, the excellent work of the Stephen Lewis Foundation and others have 
brought the conversation about the Rights of the Child into our classrooms and to our dinner tables. Our hope is that with this 
study guide, you and your students/children will be able to shape the conversation around these words, feelings, and calls to 
action.

As for us, this guide is just the beginning of a conversation we want to have with educators and parents. Use it as a springboard 
for your own conversations and activities.

Bringing a new theatrical work for young people into being is a large undertaking. As part of our process for creating Binti’s 
Journey, Theatre Direct worked with a school to explore the themes and stories of Binti’s Journey and The Heaven Shop with 
students and teachers.

In November 2007, Theatre Direct undertook a three-week integrated arts residency at kent Senior PS. It was conceived as an 
education project to complement the development and premiere production of Binti’s Journey, an adaptation of Deborah Ellis’ 
novel The Heaven Shop. A team of artists from Theatre Direct worked closely with an ensemble of students using spoken word, 
visual arts, dance, music, and radio art to learn about and respond to the AIDS crisis in Sub-Saharan Africa and the experience 
of young people there. The power of art to motivate, educate and heal communities of young people was a central theme in the 
undertaking.

In the weeks leading up to the residency, we workshopped our stage adaptation of Binti’s Journey with professional actors onsite 
at kent, using an empty classroom as a rehearsal studio. we did a reading of Binti’s Journey for the students who were about to 
start the residency and another class that was studying The Heaven Shop. It was an excellent opportunity for us to hear responses 
about the play from students and teachers.

Why do so few girls orphaned by AIDS attend school?
Every child has a right to education. Our partner organizations tell us that their governments mandate schooling, at least through 
primary grades - but even in countries with supposedly free basic education, school-related expenses can often exceed the 
annual income of a family affected by HIV/AIDS. As the staff from Cindi-kitwe in zambia explain, schools ask the child’s family to 
cover the cost of uniforms, textbooks, school supplies, food and transportation. Children who can’t pay aren’t admitted. In large 
families, heads-of-household have to choose amongst their children, with the result that children orphaned by AIDS - especially 
girl orphans - are often kept home to do housework and support the family...

Twysigye Jackson kaguri, Founder/Director of the Nyaka and kutamba AIDS Orphans Schools in Uganda says, “Girls get hit from 
all sides. They are the caretakers of other children and their guardians, and they are often forced to work as servants or marry 
against their will...”

How do you keep girls orphaned by AIDS in school once they start?
Access to education means more than just being admitted to a school. For poor children affected by HIV, succeeding in school 
year after year is much harder, even if they try their best. It requires a holistic response that includes the challenge of providing 
school materials, emotional guidance and support, school uniforms and food. Our partners know that children can’t study on an 
empty stomach, and that the food they get at school may be the only meal they eat all day. Enabling children orphaned by AIDS 
to attend school requires support to the whole caregiver family. For example, caregivers can re-arrange the family chores so that 

Binti’s Journey History
Binti’s Journey was commissioned by Theatre Directed and 
premiered in 2008 at the Tarragon Extra Space in Toronto. 
Since its premier, the production has been seen by thousands 
of young people in winnipeg’s Manitoba Theatre for Young 
People, Richmond Hill Centre for the Arts and Theatre Direct’s 
wychwood Theatre in the Artscape wychwood Barns.

Theatre Direct

•	 This study guide was designed and compiled by Jessi 
Linn Davies.

•	 Theatre Direct is grateful to UNICEF for the 
permission to use and adapt exercises from
the UNICEF study guides which accompany Deborah 
Ellis’ Our Stories, Our Songs and The Heaven Shop.

•	 Many thanks to Abbey Jackson, Elizabeth Helmers, 
Christine Jackson, Junia Mason, Laurence Siegel, 
and the UNICEF Education for Development team, 
especially Caroline keenan, for their contributions to 
this guide.

•	 A sincere and heartfelt thank you to Deborah Ellis.
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children (meaning mostly girls) aren’t required to fetch water and do other household duties in the morning that will make them 
late for school. To address this issue, many organizations work with caregiver families, involving them as local colleagues.

How does being in school prevent HIV infection and stigma?
For girls, simply being in enrolled in school protects against HIV, particularly at the secondary school level. Girls who attend 
school are more likely to learn about HIV and less likely to have sex at an early age.

“If families are functional, reasonably healthy and have enough income to pay the requisite costs, then all their children - including 
girls - are likely to go to school and to perform well. Ripples, our partner in Meru, kenya, explains that this is why they take a 
family approach. Ripples works to “strengthen and empower household support systems” in order to reduce the impact of HIV. 
They provide micro-loans to caregivers to generate income, while they offer direct support for the children’s continued education 
and health care. with more income on hand, girls aren’t forced into early marriage or transactional sex. Ripples adds training on 
child rights and HIV prevention, in the belief that expanding access to this type of education will benefit orphaned children’s own 
health and self-sufficiency in the future.”

*Jukes, M et al. (2008). Educational access and HIV prevention: Makingthe case for education as a health priority in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Technical report, JLICA/Learning Group 3. In Irwin, A et al. (2009). Home Truths:Facing the Facts on Children, AIDS, and 
Poverty. Final report of the Joint Learning Initiative on Children and HIV/AIDS (http://www.jlica.org).

Information taken from the CIA World Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/mi.html) 
Checked online: October 2012

Fast Facts: Malawi & Canada

Population

Area

Age Structure

Life Expectancy

Internet Users

Cell Phone Users

HIV/AIDS Prevalence Rate

People Living with HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS Deaths per Year

16,323,044

land: 94,080 sq. km
water: 24,404 sq. km

0-14 years: 45.1% 
15-64 years: 52.2%
65 years and over: 2.7%

52.31 years

716,400

3.038 million

11%

920,000

51,000

34,300,083

land: 9,093,507 sq. km
water: 891,163 sq. km

0-14 years: 15.7% 
15-64 years: 68.5% 
65 years and over: 15.9%

81.48 years

26.96 million

25.858 million

0.3%

68,000

fewer than 1,000

Malawi Canada

strands and curriculum connections 

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS: : Canadian and world Studies, Health and Physical Education 
(The Societal Implications of Issues Related to HIV/AIDS), Equity and Inclusive Education

CHARACTER EDUCATION CONNECTIONS: Co-operation, Empathy, Fairness, kindness & Caring, Respect

THEMES: Courage, Responsibility to Community, HIV/AIDS Awareness

Did You Know?
The character of Binti Phiri is based on a real girl. when Deborah 
Ellis was in Malawi doing research for her books, she visited Story 
workshop, an organization that creates and broadcasts radio 
dramas, as well as informational shows for farmers about farming or 
for the larger community to educate about HIV/AIDS. Story 

workshop also does hands-on work with villages to perform 
grassroots theatre projects. Ellis’ experience with Story workshop 
introduced her to some of the radio drama actors, including a young 
girl who inspired the character of Binti. You can learn more about 
Story workshop on their website: www.storyworkshop.org.
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the company
the cast creatIve team

Original Director
Director

Set & Costume Designer
Lighting Designer

Music and Movement
Adapted by

Based on the Novel The 
Heaven Shop by 
Stage Manager

Junie
Binti

kwasi
Memory

ahdri zhina mandiela
lynda hill
melanie mcneill
Joseph patrick
mxolisi welcome ngozi
marcia Johnson

deborah ellis
elizabeth mcdermott

kanika ambrose
starr domingue
thomas olajide
dienye waboso

synopsis
“There is a lion in our village and it is carrying away our children!”

At her father’s funeral, Binti Phiri’s grandmother utters the words that no one in Malawi wants to hear. Binti’s father, and her 
mother before him, died of AIDS, sending Binti on a life-changing journey. Binti, her sister Junie, and her brother kwasi are swept 
away to other cities by their self-righteous, obligated aunts and uncles where they are treated like indentured servants, their 
money, belongings, and self-esteem stolen. Binti Phiri, once a child star of a popular radio program, is now scraping to survive. 
Binti always believed she was special, but now she is nothing but a common AIDS orphan. Faced with hardship, Binti is not about 
to give up. As she clings to hope that her former life will be restored, she must face a greater challenge. If she and her brother and 
sister are to be reunited, Binti Phiri will have to look outside herself and find a new way to be special.

glossary
Malawian expression for father
the largest city in Malawi
local bar
the most widely spoken language in Malawi
cold winter wind
Malawian traditional cloth
Malawi term for grandmother
someone who has been tested and 
found to be infected with HIV
someone who has been tested and 
found not to be infected with HIV
capital city of Malawi
zambian word for corn meal
a child who has lost one or both parents

Bambo
Blantyre

bottle shop
chichewa
chiperoni

chintje 
gogo

hIv-positive

hIv-negative

lilongwe
nsima

orphan 

a novel, a theatre, a group of artists most/firmly situated in the 
scattered expanse of the cultural african diaspora, and teens 
and teachers in a canadian metropole: these are the current 
tools in the fight against further spread and devastation of 
aids… at least right here/right now!

the heaven shop novel by deborah ellis and the stage 
adaptation wrought from this theatre direct production, binti’s 
journey, is not a medical solution, or even a social program, 
nor a political stance. it’s also not a panacea for comforting a 
world which barely looks on while other people’s existence and 
customs are decimated. 

it’s an emotional banging of drums – or pot & pans – which 
seeks to have us not turn away from an imminent and 
apocalyptic careening of the saddeningly termed ‘aids crisis in 
sub-saharan africa‘. the banging starts softly in the exuberant 
and expectant voice of binti, a regular teenage girl just wanting 
to enjoy life now, and grow up to be! but her desires find only 
fallow ground as she’s growing up in modern-day malawi. 
where the citizens have been dealing with different social 
crises over several decades; the least of which has them as 

a perpetual winner or loser of the title of one of the world’s 
poorest nation. and now there is ‘the aids’ right in binti’s house. 
the banging continues as the pain of being split from her 
siblings become unbearable and desperation sets in, and binti 
must do what she needs to do. and the banging rings out loud 
as the caring folks like her gogo shore up binti’s survival. and 
a new community of other orphans and her rekindled sibling 
relationships, and the legacy of loving caregivers forge a future. 
the banging continues with you…

speak about it. aids is killing people, near and far away: parents 
and children, across seas and within countries cross the 
vast expanse of the african continent. care about this. these 
people’s lives matter. they may not be our neighbours in the 
immediate sense; but what they give to the world has, and will 
continue to affect how we live on this north american continent.

do something meaningful… bang your own little drum and get 
someone else started on a path of caring and sharing. it may 
just be words at first, and maybe tears; but these emotionally 
charged moments are the respite places we need. so we can 
stop and look and feel, and then be impelled to genuinely offer 

original director’s note — ahdri zhina mandiela

student president
seventh year of basic education
a contagious disease spread through the 
air. Only people who are sick with TB in 
their lungs are infectious and can spread 
TB “germs” (called bacilli) into the air by 
coughing, sneezing, talking, or spitting. 
TB is a leading cause of death among 
people who are HIV-positive. In Africa, 
HIV is the single most important factor 
contributing to the increase in incidence 
of TB since 1990. (For more information: 
world Health Organization www.who.int/
mediacentre/factsheets/fs104/en/)

school prefect
standard seven

tuberculosis (tB)
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From Fitzhenry and whiteside, publishers of The Heaven Shop

Where did you do your research for The Heaven Shop?
I spent time in Malawi and zambia, meeting with kids affected 
by AIDS, and with the adults who care for them.

You write so much about calamities. Why does this interest you?
Courage interests me - when we have it, when we don’t and 
how we make the decision to be brave or cowardly. Calamities 
provide a good background to explore courage. I’ve written 
about children in Afghanistan, in refugee camps in Pakistan, 
and caught up in the ongoing war in Israel and Palestine - 
places where children are forced to be braver than they should 
ever have to be. In our day-to-day lives as well, in ways big and 
small, we all have to make the choice to have courage or not. 
As an anti-war activist, I want to write about how people act as 
decent human beings in situations designed to kill off all that 
is good within them. kindness is all around us, even in times of 
despair.

Is Binti a real child?
Binti is a made-up character, going through a lot of things that 
kids in her situation are going through. She was inspired by a 
little girl I met who played a character on a radio soap opera 
that deals with social issues.

What is the most important lesson you have learned from  
your time in Malawi and Zambia and the other places  
you’ve been to?
I have learned that there is no such thing as “other people’s 
children.” The world’s children are a blessing to all of us. They 
are also our responsibility.

For more information about Deborah Ellis, check out the 
Canadian Review of Materials website for an excellent profile 
by Dave Jenkinson: http://www.umanitoba.ca/outreach/cm/
profiles/ellis.html

My goal for Binti’s Journey was to tell the story with the same 
level of respect for young audiences as Deborah Ellis does in the 
book.  I was moved by her portrayal of the stark realities of living 
with AIDS.  It thrills me that so many young people have read the 
book and have taken action to help other children in Africa.

I loved translating Binti’s development as a character but my 
favourite line from The Heaven Shop comes from her brother 
kwasi:  “HIV affects the blood.  It doesn’t affect the heart.”

and share some of our physical resources: practical medicine for healing, money for rebuilding, dreams of a future.

start right here/right now! with binti’s journey.

an Interview with deborah ellis

playwright’s note — marcia Johnson

pre- and post-show discussion Questions
“In the old days, when there were still lions around, if a lion came into our village and carried away our young, we did not keep 

About the Author — Deborah Ellis, author of The Heaven Shop
From Fitzhenry and whiteside, publishers of The Heaven Shop

Deborah Ellis was born in Northern Ontario but grew up farther 
south, in Paris, Ontario, Canada. Like many writers through history, 
she was a creative loner as a child, at odds with formal education in 
her youth, and a voracious reader at all times. As an adult, Deborah 
has been occupied with many issues of interest to women, such as 
peace, education, and equality in society at home and abroad. A 
peace activist and humanitarian field worker, Deborah has traveled 

the world to meet with and hear the stories of children marginalized 
by poverty, war, and illness. She is the recipient of the Governor 
General’s Award, the Jane Addams Children’s Book Award, the Vicky 
Metcalf Award for a body of work, and the Children’s Africana Book 
Award Honor Book for Older Readers.

The Heaven Shop novel by Deborah Ellis and the stage 
adaptation wrought from it in this Theatre Direct production is 
not a medical solution, or even a social program, nor a political 
stance.  It’s an emotional banging of drums – or pot & pans – 
which seeks to have us not turn away from an imminent and 
apocalyptic careening of the saddening termed “AIDS Crisis in 
Sub-Saharan Africa‘.  

The banging of drums starts softly in the exuberant and 
expectant voice of Binti, a regular teenage girl just wanting to 
enjoy life now, and grow up to be!  

The banging continues with you…

As theatre artists, we are storytellers, and as artists devoted 
to young people, we know firsthand how powerful stories can 
inspire young minds to think deeply about themselves and the 
world around them. It is my hope that the story of 13 year-old 
Binti will inspire our audiences of young people her age to 
make the connection between their lives and the lives of their 
peers on another continent. 

Finally, I hope that they learn, as Binti does, that we are all part 
of the same family and when one starts to think of others as 
family, difference gives way to compassion and empathy. when 
this happens, almost anything is possible! 

director’s note — lynda hill
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pre-show exercises

Curriculum Connections: Language Arts, Drama

Discuss what an adaptation is (taking a composition and 
reshaping it into a different form, i.e. a novel to a dramatic 
performance) with your class. 

Remind students that a good story has a clear beginning, 
middle, and end and ask them to think about an exciting or 
dramatic event that happened to them recently or in the past.

Break students into groups of 5 or more and ask each person 
to share his/her story with their group. Have the group choose 

one story that they would like to re-enact for the class. The 
person from whom the story originated will act as the narrator 
and the rest of the students are the ensemble with one 
member acting as the main character. As she/he tells the story, 
the students must attempt to create the action without words 
through tableau.

As an extension devise ways to make the storytelling even 
more theatrical. Try using some of the techniques discussed 
above that the company used in creating Binti’s Journey.

Adapted from the UNICEF guide for The Heaven Shop
Curriculum Connections: Social Studies, Geography, Health, 
Media Literacy

 “Do you know where Canada is?” Machozi asks. 
 “I’m not sure,” Binti admits. “Is Canada in Malawi?”

In Binti’s Journey, the characters know a lot about their own 
country but not much about ours. what about us? what do we 
know about Africa and its country Malawi? what can we do to 
learn more?

Use the kwL Chart provided on the next page of this guide. 
Make copies for each student, or have them write out their own 
versions of the chart from an exemplar on the board.

Have students, working independently, fill in the chart, listing 
all the things they know and all of the things they wish to learn 
about each given topic. 

Discuss the things students have listed in the “Things I know” 
category and ask how they know these things to be true. This 
is a good opportunity to discuss the reliability of sources as 
part of media literacy.

Students can now research (using classroom resources or the 
ones listed in this guide) answers to their questions about each 
of the issues. Instruct them to be on the lookout as ‘myth-
busters’ to identify popular myths about any of these issues 
and the truth to disprove those myths.

Curriculum Connections: Language Arts, Drama

Review what an adaptation is and discuss what was most 
effective in the previous exercise. 

Using The Heaven Shop or another novel you are studying 
in class, have students create their favourite scenes through 
staged performance or a series of tableaux.

adapting the Heaven shop
Adapting a novel for the stage is an exciting and challenging 
process. Marcia Johnson wrote about her adaptation of The Heaven 
Shop into Binti’s Journey:

“...working from such a well-written and successful book posed its 
own challenges. Most importantly, the book is one hundred and 
seventy-eight pages long. If the whole book were to be translated 
into a script, the play would be approximately six hours long. 
Deciding which characters and scenes would make it into the play 
was the most difficult aspect of writing Binti’s Journey.”

In Binti’s Journey, an adaptation for the stage of The Heaven Shop, 
the playwright has chosen to have the main character of Binti tell us 
her story from the very beginning with the help of her siblings Junie 
and kwasi, and the newest member of the family, Memory. These 
three take on various characters such as the radio producer Mr. 
wajiru, their Uncle, their cousin Mary, Jeremiah the AIDS Councilor 
and the various children in their grandmother’s care. The character 
of Gogo is played by the ensemble as a chorus. Passages of time are 
depicted through the narration and music and setting is depicted 
through words and movement or tableau. In this way, the actors 
engage the audience’s imagination to fill the picture on stage!

adaptIng our storIes

create a KWL chart: Know, Want to know, Learned

adaptIng others’ storIes

silent! If we were silent, it would keep eating our children. we had to make noise. we had to bang pots and yell…There is a lion in 
the village. There is a lion in the village now. It is called AIDS and it is carrying away our children. So I want to say today, in front 
of all of you, that my son died of AIDS, and I loved him. His wife probably died of AIDS before him, and I loved her, too. And I am 
tired of burying my children.”

In the passage above, Binti’s Gogo (grandmother) tells us all to avoid remaining silent.
• what can you do to make noise?
• In what ways can you ‘bang pots and yell’? 
• what images come to mind when you hear each of the following words? 

• HIV
• AIDS
• Sub-Saharan Africa
• Orphans
• Community
• Advocacy
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Know | Want to know | Learned

create a KWL chart

what I know what I want to know what I Learned

Africa

Malawi

HIV/AIDS
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1. what does AIDS stand for? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. How are HIV and AIDS related? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. a) what part of the body does HIV affect? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. b) If this part of your body is affected, how does that harm an individual? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. List three ways that you can become infected with HIV (one mark each): 
 
a. ________________________ 
 
b. ________________________ 
 
c. ________________________ 

6. How many people are living with HIV in the world? 
 
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. There is a cure for HIV. 
   Circle one: True or False 

8. There is a vaccine for HIV. 
   Circle one: True or False 

9. People who are HIV positive can look healthy. 
   Circle one: True or False 

10. You can get HIV by sharing food with an infected person. 
   Circle one: True or False 

11. Females are more at risk of HIV infection than males. 
   Circle one: True or False 

12. Most new HIV infections are a result of heterosexual sex. 
   Circle one: True or False 

13. The violation of children’s rights is a large contributing factor to the rapid spread of HIV and AIDS. 
   Circle one: True or False 

14. In many countries, AIDS is disrupting education systems by reducing the supply of teachers and school resources.  
   Circle one: True or False 

15. In some sub-Saharan African countries, life expectancy is decreasing due to AIDS. 
   Circle one: True or False 

16. There are drugs available to treat HIV but not everyone who needs them has access to them. 
   Circle one: True or False 

17. HIV prevalence is growing rapidly in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. 
   Circle one: True or False

Curriculum Connections: Social Studies, Geography, Health, Media Literacy

“we do not want to say what it is. we think that if we don’t say it, it will go away, but it won’t...”

Many people where Binti lives do not want to learn about AIDS; they want to pretend it doesn’t exist; but the way to prevent AIDS from 
spreading, and to help those suffering from AIDS, is to know as much as we can about it. How much do you know about HIV/AIDS?

how much do you know aBout hIv/aIds?
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Curriculum Connections: Language Arts, Drama, Music

In the play, Memory accuses Binti of “moping around here like you were the only one who’s lost something”. what sorts of things 
(people, resources, opportunities) have children lost to AIDS? 

Deborah Ellis has collected the words of many African children who have experienced loss in her book, Our Stories, Our Songs. 
Victor is a twelve-year-old boy living in the capital of zambia; this is one of the many stories that Ellis shares with Canadian 
children and can be found in Our Stories, Our Songs and on the next page of this guide.

how much do you know about hIv/aIds? answer key 

1. AIDS stands for Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. 
(HIV stands for Human Immunodeficiency Virus.) 

2. HIV is a virus that infects the body; AIDS is the disease 
that results when the virus attacks enough of the body’s 
immune cells and the body becomes prone to other 
infections. 

3. HIV affects the cells of the body’s immune system. 

4. Anyone who has unprotected sex, uses unsterilized 
injecting equipment, or has a transfusion with 
contaminated blood can become infected with HIV. 
Infants can be infected with HIV from their mothers 
during pregnancy, during labour or after delivery through 
breastfeeding. 

5. UNAIDS estimates that there are about 34 million people 
living with HIV worldwide. 69% of these people live in Sub-
Saharan Africa.  

6. There is NO cure for HIV. That is why education and 
prevention strategies are so important at this time. 
Currently available drugs do not cure HIV infection but 
they do prevent the  development of AIDS. They can stop 
the virus from being made in the body and this stops the 
virus from damaging the immune system, but these drugs 
do not eliminate HIV from the body. 

7. FALSE. 

8. A person infected with HIV may look healthy and feel 
good, but they can still pass the virus to you. A blood 
test is the only way a person can find out if he or she is 
infected with HIV. 

9. You cannot be infected by drinking from the same glass as 
an HIV-positive person or by being exposed to coughing 
or sneezing by anyone living with HIV, so you should not 
be fearful of interacting with persons who are living with 
the disease. 

10. YES. Many societal factors lead to females being more at 
risk for HIV infection. Around the world, HIV infection rates 
in women ages 15-24 are twice as high as among men in 
this age bracket.  

11. TRUE. worldwide, 90% of HIV cases are the result of 
unprotected sexual intercourse, and the majority of HIV 
cases occur among those who identify as heterosexual. 

12. TRUE. Poor access to adequate healthcare, education, and 
supportive families put children at risk. 

13. TRUE. HIV-related illness can cause a lack of teachers. 
Teachers who are able must share their work between 
different schools, effectively shutting down schools on 
‘off days’. when caregivers (who often need to provide 
school supplies for their children) become ill or die, they 
are not able to work to provide for their families, which 
means children may lose access to uniforms or books that 
grant them the ability to attend school. while children 
themselves can work to become providers, this also often 
keeps them out of school. 

14. TRUE. There are a variety of factors that keep treatment 
drugs away from those in need. 

15. TRUE. 

vIctor’s story
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Created by Junia Mason
Curriculum Connections: Language Arts, Drama, Music

Read Victor’s Story (or another story from Our Stories, Our 
Songs) with your class. 

Ask each student to share the first word that comes to mind 
after reading the story. Have each student stand and repeat 
their word, adding a gesture to go with the word they have 
chosen.

Divide into groups of 4-5 and create an ensemble piece using 
each of their gestures. The group must decide what kind of 
formation to stand in and what order to present the gestures. 
Have each group present their piece to the class.

To go further, challenge students to find bigger movements 
(even travelling movements or dance) and create a sentence 
around each word and gesture.

Finally, conduct a symphony of sentences. Gather the class 
together and point at different individuals to indicate when 
they can speak.

As an extension, go back to Victor’s Story, finding places where 
your gestures/words/sentences fit with the text. Create a 
movement and/or choral speaking piece using Victor’s
Story and the words and gestures you have created.

Victor’s Story
I live with my mother. My father died a few years ago. I have one sister 
who is married and is a lot older. My other sister is only a little older 
than I am.

I don’t go to school anymore. I used to go, and I got as far as grade four, 
but I had to stop because of the death of my father. After he died, I was 
still able to go to school because my mother could still work. Two years 
ago, though, she started getting very sick like my father. Now she’s too 
tired to earn money. It was my father’s job to send me to school, but he 
died, so he didn’t do his job.

My mother’s name is Fostina. She has a boyfriend now. Sometimes he gives 
her money, and that is how we live. It is a hard life. He doesn’t really 
like me, so I stay out of his way. We can get a bit of food with the money 
she gets from him, so we can usually eat. There is not enough money for 
anything extra, like books or pencils.

If my mother’s boyfriend decides he doesn’t like her anymore, our lives will 
get harder. She’ll have to find a new boyfriend if she’s not too tired or 
sick. Or I could try to get work, carrying things in the market.

Since I don’t go to school anymore, I spend my days playing football 
[soccer] in the alleys. There are a lot of kids around here who are not 
in school because there’s no money in their families. Somebody is sick or 
somebody has died - dying uses up a lot of money.

Math was my favourite subject in school. It always works. If you know how 
to do it and you do it properly, math always comes out the way it should. 
It’s clean and makes sense. Some kids didn’t like math and made messes of 
their work, but I liked seeing the numbers all straight in rows. If I ever 
get back to school, I would train to be an accountant because that is all 
about numbers in straight rows.

My best friend is Luke. He doesn’t go to school anymore either. We have 
other things in common, too. We both have good manners, and neither of us 
likes to fight. Lots of people think that since we’re on the streets a lot, 
we’re rough and always get into trouble. But we’re not like that. We talk 
about how we’re going to grow into good people. Sometimes I worry that time 
will just pass away and I’ll never be able to do anything with my life. 
Luke understands me, and I understand him, and the happiest part of my day 
is the part I spend with him.

I have heard about AIDS from people who come to our community to teach us. 
There is a lot about it that I don’t know, but I do know that there are a 
lot of kids like me. They have a mother who is dead or a father who is dead, 
and their hearts hurt the way mine does. How will I learn how to be a good 
man? Luke and I will have to teach each other.

(Excerpted from Our Stories, Our Songs: African Children Talk About AIDS by 
Deborah Ellis)

spoken word exercIse for vIctor’s story
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post-show exercises

Adapted from UNICEF guide to The Heaven Shop
Curriculum Connections: Language Arts, Drama

In the play, Binti is forced to evaluate her priorities and values. Rank (from 1 = highest to 10 = lowest) the priorities and values that 
she holds. Be prepared to explain your answers with specific examples of things Binti said or did in the play.

Now, rank your own values and priorities at this point in your life and compare them with those of a classmate.

Inspired by UNICEF guide to The Heaven Shop
Curriculum Connections: Drama, Language Arts

Binti, kwasi and Junie have been put in situations where they 
needed to make a morally difficult decision (i.e. whether or 
not to steal) during the course of their story. Identify some of 
the choices that Binti and kwasi (and, if you are comfortable 
with exploring the relevant issues with your class, Junie) 
make and the thoughts and feelings that she or he had while 
contemplating that decision. Be prepared to explain answers 
with evidence from the play or its text.

Now write, in a script or poetic form, a conversation that your 
chosen character might have had with herself/himself or with 
a close friend while deciding which choice to make as they 
contemplated a tough decision. what might happen if your 
character chose to do something different from what he/she 
chose to do in the play?

•	 Choose Binti, kwasi, or Junie and identify a morally 
difficult decision that character had to make.

•	 Jot down some of the thoughts and feelings the 
character might have had while weighing the pros and 
cons of the decision.

•	 write a dialogue expressing the thought process 
the character might have went through to reach a 
decision, either the decision they made in the play or 
another, different option.

Curriculum Connections Drama, Music, Language Arts

“In the olden days, very long ago, there were no stars in the sky.
It was a girl child that put the stars there.
She was on a long journey, and the night was very dark.
She built a small fire, then threw the sparks from the fire high 
into the sky.
They lit up a road for her in the darkness.
And that is how we got to have stars.”

In these six lines, Gogo tells her grandchildren the tale of how 
the stars came to live in the sky, of how one girl lit up the 
darkness. Many cultures have such stories, giving fantastic 
explanations for things we experience. In small groups, have 
your students create their own legends. The last line of each 
story should be “And that is how we got _______” and should 
describe something marvelous about the world we live in.

In groups of 4 or 5, create a six-line legend like Gogo’s story of 
the stars.

Rehearse your story using tableaux, choral speaking, and/or 
mime techniques. 

Add a soundscape to your story - drum beats or sound effects 
to accentuate key parts of the story, rhythms to set the pace 
of your story, or humming to add the desired mood to your 
performance.

Population

Public Image

Personal Accomplishments

Well-Being of Others

Personal Goals and Dreams

Friends

Health

Money

Material Possessions

Status in the Community

Rank Binti’s Priorities Or  
Values From 1 To 10

Rank Your Priorities
Or Values From 1 To 10

prIorItIes and values

Internal dIalogue: wrItIng In role create a legend
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Curriculum Connections: Poetry, Language Arts

A cinquain is a particular kind of five-line poem that can help 
you express your thoughts and feelings in an easy yet powerful 
form. You can use this form to create a poem on any subject.

Use the cinquain model in the box below to create your 
cinquains. The first line is comprised of one word that acts as 
the title. The second line is made up of two adjectives and the 
third of three verbs. The fourth line is composed of four words 
to communicate a short thought or to express a feeling. The 
final line is, like the first, made up of one word that recalls the 
title, but uses a different word to express it.

Before you see Binti’s Journey, write a poem about one of the 
play’s themes: life in Africa, being an orphan, moving away 
from home, AIDS, children with big responsibilities.

After seeing the play, write a new cinquain about the same 
issue, but from the perspective of one of the characters (Binti, 
Gogo, kwasi, etc.) or about the characters themselves.

Extensions
Encourage students to read their poems aloud, solo or with a 
partner.

Have one student direct an ensemble of classmates to interpret 
his/her poem through choral speaking and/or movement and 
gesture.

Binti
The Title

Famous Orphan
Two words that describe the title

Wishing, Learning, Helping
Three verbs that describe an action (“ing” words)

She Can Give Back
Four words that express feeling or a short sentence

Optimism
One word that recalls the title

(but doesn’t have to be the same word)

Created by Christine Jackson
Curriculum Connections: Drama, Language Arts, Ensemble 
work

Encounters with weighty issues such as many of those raised 
and explored in Binti’s Journey provide excellent opportunities 
for reflection, sharing and dramatizing one’s reflections within 
a supportive class setting. we have provided a ‘Complete the 
Sentence’ worksheet for students to reflect upon the issue of 
AIDS; you can use our sheet on the next page or modify it so 
you can explore another issue relevant to the play.

Reflect and Prepare
Hand out the ‘Complete the Sentence’ sheet to each student. 

Have students work independently to complete the handout 
with the first thought that emerges in response to the sentence 
starter.

Collect completed sheets and redistribute them to others to read.

Encourage the students to read and pass along as many forms 
as possible.

After the students have had time to read several pages, ask 
them to focus on the page they are currently holding and 
select one line that they would like to have in the play.

Performance
Establish a performance space (using open space and desks, 
chairs, tables, risers, etc., to create levels) and ask the student 
actors to arrange themselves in that space, facing the audience. 
Encourage actors to think about audience sight lines, levels, 
and spatial relationships.

Challenge each student to find an effective way to present her/
his one line. Encourage students to experiment before settling 
on their delivery and memorizing the line.

Number off the actors and have them each deliver their line in 
sequence; practice this, ensuring students know who speaks 
before them, so that they know their cue. Make adjustments 
based on voice quality, physical positioning, meaning and 
connections between lines. Invite input from the students and 
ensure that the beginning and ending are particularly visually 
and aurally strong.

Extending this exercise further, develop a group reaction to 
each line —sound, word or gesture. Invite ideas from the group, 
or ask them all to respond spontaneously and select from 
the actions that are generated. The group reaction may be in 
unison, cannon or individualized.

Rehearse the full sequence a number of times, finding ways to 
achieve maximum dramatic effect, using techniques mentioned 
above.

wrIte a cInQuaIn complete the sentence  
process drama
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complete the sentence process drama sheet

AIDS is _____________________________________________________________________________________________________.

when it comes to AIDS I  ______________________________________________________________________________________.

Someone once told me that AIDS  ______________________________________________________________________________.

when I think about AIDS I  ____________________________________________________________________________________.

In my family AIDS  ___________________________________________________________________________________________.

If I could I would  ____________________________________________________________________________________________.

In order to eradicate AIDS, we  _________________________________________________________________________________.

The most worrisome thing about AIDS is  _________________________________________________________________________.

The most hopeful thing about AIDS is  ___________________________________________________________________________.

AIDS lives  __________________________________________________________________________________________________.

Fitzgerald, H., Howell, T., Pontisso, R. (Eds.) (2006). Paperback Oxford Canadian dictionary (2nd ed.). Toronto: Oxford University 
Press Canada.

Ellis, D. Our Stories, Our Songs. (2005.) Markham: Fitzhenry & whiteside. 

Ellis, D. The Heaven Shop. (2004.) Markham: Fitzhenry & whiteside.
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the age of aIds 
www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/aids/
This Frontline documentary can be viewed directly from the 
website! There is also an online quiz about HIV/AIDS and an 
HIV timeline outlining key dates.

avert: averting hIv/aIds 
www.avert.org
Have your students explore this very user-friendly site. There 
are online quizzes that direct users to parts of the site that will 
help them brush up on questions they got wrong. Their reports 
and statistics are thorough and easy-to-view.

fitzhenry & whiteside 
www.fitzhenry.ca
This is the official website for the publishers of Our Stories, Our 
Songs and The Heaven Shop.

free the children 
www.freethechildren.com
In addition to teacher resources and inspiration for a 
citizenship-based curriculum, this site offers
a variety of ways your class can get involved in taking action to 
help children around the world.

grandmothers to grandmothers
www.grandmotherscampaign.org
An initiative of The Stephen Lewis Foundation, Grandmothers 
to Grandmothers works to advocate and build support in 
Canada for Africa’s grandmothers who struggle to care for 
children who have been orphaned by AIDS.

the heaven shop teacher’s guide 
http://www.unicef.ca/sites/default/files/imce_uploads/
UTILITY%20NAV/TEACHERS/DOCS/GC/TheHeavenShop_
TeachersGuide.pdf
This teacher’s guide, coproduced by UNICEF Canada and 
Fitzhenry & whiteside, provides extensive classroom discussion 
questions, resources and activities for study on this novel. 

the stephen lewis foundation 
www.stephenlewisfoundation.org
There are wonderful resource links on this page, as well as 
many publications to use as source material. Check out the 
Public Service Announcements - they would be great source 
material for a media literacy study and a good springboard for 
creating your own PSAs in class.

thembi’s aIds diary 
www.aidsdiary.org
Thembi is a young woman who has contracted AIDS and has 
recorded an audio diary telling her story, exploring her life, in 
association with the BBC. The audio episodes are available 
online for live streaming or download.

unaIds 
www.unaids.org
Check this site for the United Nation’s most recent reports on 
the AIDS epidemic. They provide excellent fact sheets, up-to-
date reports and educational resources.

unIcef 
www.unicef.org
This site is an excellent resource for students engaging in 
research related to Binti’s Journey. Check out the country 
profiles and statistics for news and information about Malawi 
and its children.

resources

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

EDUCATION  PARTNER ARTS  IMPACT  PARTNER
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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


