

  
[image: cover]





  

    

      

    




    Onjali Q. Raúf




    THE BOY AT THE


    BACK OF THE


    CLASS




    adapted by




    Nick Ahad




    [image: ]




    NICK HERN BOOKS




    London




    www.nickhernbooks.co.uk


  




  

    

      

    




    Contents




    Original Production




    Introduction




    Characters




    The Boy at the Back of the Class




    About the Authors




    Copyright and Performing Rights Information


  




  

    

      

    




    




    The Boy at the Back of the Class was commissioned by the Rose Theatre, Kingston, and first performed on 8 February 2024 in a co-production between the Rose Theatre and Children’s Theatre Partnership. The cast was as follows:




    

      

        	

          MUM/MRS KHAN


        



        	



        	

          Priya Davdra


        

      




      

        	

          ALEXA


        



        	



        	

          Sasha Desouza-Willock


        

      




      

        	

          MRS SANDERS/SWING


        



        	



        	

          Megan Grech


        

      




      

        	

          MICHAEL/OTHERS


        



        	



        	

          Abdul-Malik Janneh


        

      




      

        	

          JOSIE/OTHERS


        



        	



        	

          Petra Joan-Athene


        

      




      

        	

          BRENDAN THE BULLY/


          OTHERS


        



        	



        	

          Joe McNamara


        

      




      

        	

          OFFSTAGE SWING


        



        	



        	

          Ryan Rajan Mal


        

      




      

        	

          TOM/OTHERS


        



        	



        	

          Gordon Millar


        

      




      

        	

          AHMET


        



        	



        	

          Farshid Rokey


        

      




      

        	

          SWING


        



        	



        	

          Adam Seridji


        

      




      

        	

          CLARISSA/OTHERS


        



        	



        	

          Zoe Zak


        

      




      

        	

          VOICE OF THE QUEEN


        



        	



        	

          Vanessa Redgrave


        

      




      

        	

          Author


        



        	



        	

          Onjali Q. Raúf


        

      




      

        	

          Writer


        



        	



        	

          Nick Ahad


        

      




      

        	

          Director


        



        	



        	

          Monique Touko


        

      




      

        	

          Co-Revival Director


        



        	



        	

          Amy Crighton


        

      




      

        	

          Set & Costume Designer


        



        	



        	

          Lily Arnold


        

      




      

        	

          Lighting Designer


        



        	



        	

          Ryan Day


        

      




      

        	

          Sound Designer & Composer


        



        	



        	

          Giles Thomas


        

      




      

        	

          Movement Director


        



        	



        	

          Kloé Dean


        

      




      

        	

          Fight Director


        



        	



        	

          Maisie Carter


        

      




      

        	

          Casting Director


        



        	



        	

          Sophie Parrott CDG


        

      




      

        	

          Voice & Dialect Coach


        



        	



        	

          Salvatore Sorce


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

    




    




    This version of The Boy at the Back of the Class was first performed on 6 February 2026 in a co-production between the Rose Theatre, London, and Children’s Theatre Partnership. The cast was as follows:




    

      

        	

          AHMET


        



        	 



        	

          Serkan Avlik


        

      




      

        	

          ALEXA


        



        	 



        	

          Sasha Desouza-Willock


        

      




      

        	

          MICHAEL/OTHERS


        



        	 



        	

          Abdul-Malik Janneh


        

      




      

        	

          JOSIE/OTHERS


        



        	 



        	

          Petra Joan-Athene


        

      




      

        	

          BRENDAN THE BULLY/


          OTHERS


        



        	 



        	

          Max Jordan


        

      




      

        	

          SWING


        



        	 



        	

          Yash Kutty


        

      




      

        	

          MRS KHAN/MUM


        



        	 



        	

          Natasha Lewis


        

      




      

        	

          MRS SANDERS/SWING


        



        	 



        	

          Eleanor Patel


        

      




      

        	

          SWING


        



        	 



        	

          Fedrat Sadat


        

      




      

        	

          VOICE OF THE QUEEN


        



        	 



        	

          Vanessa Redgrave


        

      




      

        	

          TOM/OTHERS


        



        	 



        	

          Jonny Warr


        

      




      

        	

          CLARISSA/OTHERS


        



        	 



        	

          Evie Weldon


        

      




      

        	

          Co-Revival Director


        



        	 



        	

          Amy Crighton


        

      




      

        	

          Set & Costume Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Lily Arnold


        

      




      

        	

          Lighting Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Ryan Day


        

      




      

        	

          Composer & Sound Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Giles Thomas


        

      




      

        	

          Movement Director


        



        	 



        	

          Kloé Dean


        

      




      

        	

          Casting Director


        



        	 



        	

          Sophie Parrott CDG


        

      




      

        	

          Associate Lighting Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Charly Dunford


        

      




      

        	

          Associate Sound Designer


        



        	 



        	

          Joe Dines


        

      




      

        	

          Voice & Dialect Coach


        



        	 



        	

          Salvatore Sorce


        

      




      

        	

          Fight Director


        



        	 



        	

          Maisie Carter


        

      




      

        	

          Costume Supervisor


        



        	 



        	

          Natalia Alvarez


        

      




      

        	

          Props Supervisor


        



        	 



        	

          Eve Hawes


        

      




      

        	

          Production Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Nick Flintoff


        

      




      

        	

          Company Stage Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Linda Fitzpatrick


        

      




      

        	

          Deputy Stage Manager


        



        	 



        	

          Georgia Rose


        

      




      

        	

          Assistant Stage Manager


          (Book Cover)


        



        	 



        	

          Fraser Mallows


        

      




      

        	

          Assistant Stage Manager


          (Technical)


        



        	 



        	

          Irene Saviozzi


        

      




      

        	

          Head of Wardrobe


        



        	 



        	

          Lucie Smith


        

      




      

        	

          Sound No.1


        



        	 



        	

          Jack Thomas


        

      


    


  




  

    

      

    




    
Introduction


    Nick Ahad, adapter





    I’m going to be honest: I hadn’t actually heard of The Boy at the Back of the Class before I was asked to adapt it. In my defence, my son had just turned one when the book first came into my life, so while I could have recited any Julia Donaldson book in my sleep, Onjali Q. Raúf’s book would have been a little advanced for his reading age.




    When Christopher Haydon and David Sloan at the Rose in Kingston got in touch to ask if I would pitch an idea for adapting the book, I was a sleep-deprived new dad driving back and forth from home in Bradford to York University where I was a guest lecturer on the playwriting MA, so I first encountered the book on that commute via the audio version.




    I have of course since read Onjali’s book several times and it really is extraordinary what an impact it has on the reader – this one included. There is a beautiful simplicity, from the story itself and the telling of it, to the plan the heroes in the book come up with to reunite their refugee friend Ahmet with his family. That simplicity is an important part of the power the story holds. The children in the story don’t see any of the complications with which the adult world appears to be obsessed: they just see a refugee boy who needs help to find his mum and dad. As my version of the hero of the story says to her teacher when asked why she helped Ahmet: ‘Why wouldn’t I help him, he’s the same as me. He’s just like all of us.’




    I have a very vivid memory of watching one of the first previews, sitting in the Rose next to Onjali. About five minutes in, we looked at each other with mouths agape. The audience, made up largely of school groups, were going – and there’s no other way of putting this – bonkers. They were cheering, screaming, gasping; we really hadn’t expected such a vocal response. I remember thinking, ‘I’ve spent two years writing this script, will you please quieten down and listen to it?!’




    I’ve since learned to go with it. Family audiences are a little quieter – though in truth, not much. This play has a visceral impact on and reaction from audiences, young ones in particular, who genuinely do boo the baddies and cheer out loud – very loud – the goodies. It’s always heartening to hear the young audience’s response and makes you hopeful for the future.




    When Children’s Theatre Partnership and the Rose said they were going to assemble us: myself, Onjali and director Monique Touko again to retell this story for 2026, I was sort of delighted and sort of heartbroken. I was happy that the story would be told again, but sad that the story, two years after it first went out on stage, still felt necessary, perhaps even more so than ever.




    I rewrote the play for the 2026 tour once again as a sleep- deprived dad, this time a grateful father to a baby daughter. As a dad of two it feels more important to me than ever that the stories we tell the world are the right ones, the ones that shape our world, their world, for the better. Before this play a lot of my work for theatre talked about the damaging nature of prejudice. While Boy at the Back of the Class tackles that issue, I hope it also hints at a possible solution; a really simple one if only we could grasp it: that all human life is equally worthwhile.




    My major intervention in Onjali’s story was to find a way to give Ahmet, the voiceless refugee boy at the heart of the story, a voice. I hope I’ve done him, and the refugee children he represents, justice. I will be forever grateful to Onjali for writing this story, to Chris and David at the Rose for believing I could tell it on stage, and to Hedda, Liam and the team at Fiery Angel for turning our dreams into reality.




    The most important place in the world to me is wherever Mez, my son Idris and my daughter Anayah are. It’s the most important place in the world, a place I call home. Everyone deserves to have one.
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Scene One





      We open with a dramatic recreation of a Channel crossing, the waves created with pieces of fabric pulled taut by the cast on either side of the stage.




      Through the waves comes AHMET.




      Through the waves now comes ALEXA. She commands the waves away, the fabric pulled offstage. Our story is about to begin.




      ALEXA. It all started with an empty chair.




      ALEXA takes centre stage.


    




    

      
Scene Two





      A school bell sounds and the lighting dramatically shifts to indicate a total change of mood.




      TOM enters.




      ALEXA. Tom. Short, spiky hair.




      TOM teases his hair into spikes.




      A great smile.




      TOM smiles, overexaggeratedly!




      A sideways smile.




      TOM tips his head to the side.




      And an Adam’s apple that makes him look like he’s swallowed a ping pong ball!




      TOM spits out, and catches, a ping pong ball.




      Oh, and he’s from America!




      TOM is stuck for ideas, then something occurs to him. (He produces a cowboy hat?)




      TOM. Howdy, y’all, yippee ki-yay and yee haw!




      Offstage, a loud and long shout marks the arrival of JOSIE. She sprints stage left to right, shouting as she goes, entering and exiting in a flash.




      JOSIE. Aaaaarghh!




      ALEXA. Josie.




      JOSIE runs back onstage, panting.




      Fastest girl in school!




      A ball rolls onto stage and JOSIE HOOFS it back offstage into the wings.




      And she can kick a ball further than anyone!!




      JOSIE. And don’t forget, she’s one half of the Hamster Rescue Mission Squad!




      ALEXA. Yeah, let’s not talk about that.




      She’s also the coolest nine-year-old I know.




      JOSIE does a ‘cool’ pose.




      JOSIE. Yo!! Suh!




      TOM. Hey there, y’all, how y’all doing this find morning, ma’am!




      JOSIE. Why you talking like that? Tom’s not that American!




      TOM. Well pardon me, y’all!




      JOSIE. He has literally never said ‘y’all’!




      MICHAEL enters and bangs into a chair.




      MICHAEL. Oops! Sorry!




      ALEXA. Michael. Clumsy, like really clumsy!




      MICHAEL tries to sit in his chair and falls off it.




      But grown-ups seem to really like him. They call him ‘insightful’ and ‘ingenious’ and… lots of other words that begin with ‘in’.




      MICHAEL. Indubitably.




      TOM. Insufferable!




      MICHAEL. Insulting!




      JOSIE. Indeed?




      MICHAEL. Injury!




      ALEXA. Enough.




      They all stop.




      And me? We’ll come to me. What you need to know for this story is that –




      Michael, Tom and Josie –




      They strike a pose.




      – are my three best friends. Going to school with your best friends makes it feel like the best place on earth. I sometimes like it more than home. Things aren’t always easy, you see, with Mum and me, I mean, not since my dad died. Sorry, I know that makes people uncomfortable, especially grown-ups. I’m okay now. Well, not okay, but that’s okay. Having a dad who’s… not here any more, well, it just makes me different. Even to Josie and Michael and Tom.




      BRENDAN THE BULLY enters.




      Brendan the Bully. I’m definitely different to him!




      BRENDAN. What are you looking at, weirdo?




      ALEXA ignores him; BRENDAN scowls at the others.




      ALEXA. It’s not bad being different. It’s just… different. I learnt that and a whole lot more, thanks to the empty chair.
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