








FUTURE CONDITIONAL

Charles Dickens was (maybe) one of the first writers to point out the errors in
education when, in Nicholas Nickleby, he set out his campaign to close the
‘Yorkshire schools': brutal, money-grubbing places where the pupils were taught
... and [ will quote it in full because it's glorious: “We go upon the practical mode
of teaching, Nickleby; the regular education system: ‘C-l-e-a-n’, ‘clean’, verb
active: ‘to make bright: to scour’. ‘W-i-n, win, d-e-r, der’, ‘winder, a casement.
When the boy knows this out of book, he goes and does it”. Mr Squeers is a
sadistic tyrant who wielded a cane like an extension of his arm.

We have come a long way but we still don’t have it quite right and Ms Oglesby's
play points this out, never letting the parents or government ‘off the hook’. In this
production, we are fortunate to have the input of two ex-teachers on our creative
team. They taught at different times in the development of education. | worked
for Ofsted for a while and so have something of an insight into what goes on in
the staff room and the pressures these (generally) hard- workmg and well-
meaning people come under.

My friend and colleague, Dorothy Lawson (Dotti) is one of our ex-teachers on
the team. She recalled a ‘'naughty’ boy, whom she had to seat next to her on day
trips so he would not misbehave. Bravely, she took the class to see Saint-
Saén’s Samson and Delilah at the Royal Opera House. She had prepared them
by singing Delilah’s aria, Softly Awakes My Heart, and they had just about got
the gist. A subtle part that probably would be missed by young children is ‘the
downfall motive’ during Samson’s humiliation: only a few notes of Softly Awakes
My Heart, recalling Delilah’s aria in Act Two and, therefore, her allure.

The errant pupil nudged Dotti and whispered excitedly, “Eh, Miss! He's thinking
about that bird, isn’'t he?”

To me, that spells good teaching and | know Dotti thinks back on it as a job well
done.

The other ex-teacher we have on board is Robert Eagle, our DSM. [ was
delighted when he first read the script and immediately said, “| know those
parents; | know that teacher; | know those pupils ..." Like a lot of us who have
had any connection with the teaching profession, he found the play accurate,
very amusing and, at times, incisively cutting.

It's no surprise that the student group — and, it seems, playwrights —~ keep
coming back to education as a theme. In my time as 2™ Year Tutor/Director, at
The Questors, we have had John Godber's Teechers, Jimmy Chinn's Albert
Make Us Laugh and now Future Conditional. The Questors has also recently
done Daisy Fuils It Off.

It isnt just that school life in its various forms gives us some wonderful
opportunities for large cast drama; it's also a fruitful source of the kind of conflict
that is at the root of every interesting story: growing up, relationships with
parents, bullying ... the list goes on.

In Future Conditional, we are looking at education mostly from the point-of-view
of the adults who work in it, administrate it or are trying to steer their children
through it.

Essentially, we have four interweaving stories in which the young people are
mostly invisible to us, Alia being the only exception. The others are indicated
only by their parents’ or their teacher’s reactions to them. This is more than a
device to keep awkward costs and red tape out of the production: it focuses us
on the other side of things and prevents the play being another nostalgic look at
childhood and schooling. This device is mainly evident in the playground scenes
where we see a group of parents who are wrangling over the best secondary
school for their various offspring. Many of them are prepared to lie through their
teeth, sacrifice any sort of principles they had, or turn on their friends in order to
achieve the ‘best’ results. Other unseen pupils appear in the flashback scenes
involving Crane where we go back to Alia’s arrival in Britain four or five years
ago when Crane was her class teacher in Hastings. Alia remembers him fondly
but he is by no means perfect: he is hampered and frustrated by a system that is
forced to look more towards results and league tables rather than support
genuine education. Alia, whose story is perhaps the leading thread through this
drama, aspires to get into Oxford and it's this journey that ‘bookends’ the play,
beginning with her interview and ending with a scene that, almost
simultaneously, goes backwards in time (to her asking Crane for a reference)
and forwards to the result of her application.

The fourth important story is a government ‘think tank’, recognisable to anybody
who has ever had dealings with almost any sort of committee (‘a camel is a
horse designed by committee’). The members are diametrically opposed,
politically and socially. It's a delightfully wicked snapshot and, although some
might think Oglesby pushes our credulity, actually, she never takes us over the
bounds of reality.

There won't be many of us that have not had some sort of engagement with this
system, either as parents, governors, teachers or even just as pupils ourselves.
School can have a lasting effect throughout our lives and this can manifest itself
in the extremities of good or ill. It's right that parents should treat their child's
education seriously; it's right that those in charge should strive to put the best
possible system in place; it's right that teachers should be supported and should
be paid properly for the enormous contribution they make to our society; it's right
that students from all backgrounds should have equal opportunities to get into
the best universities. Future Conditional is making a plea for all of this by
highlighting how it can go hilariously and disastrously wrong.

Richard Gallagher, Director
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