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About this guide
This study guide was designed as a tool for teachers to use in order  
to help their students more deeply engage with the questions and  
themes explored in The Drowning Girls. Included in both the pre and 
post-show units are a series of classroom exercises and discussion  
questions. This guide also includes supplementary information related  
to the content of this play.

This guide was written by Lois Adamson. It is copyright protected.  
Please contact education@gctc.ca if you have any questions about  
the use of this guide.

Synopsis
A haunting play about three brides 
who share two things in common: 
they all married the same man, 
and they are all dead. Emerging 
from their clawfoot bathtubs, 
Bessie, Alice, and Margaret share 
evidence against a murderous 
man in a chilling ghost story that 
recounts the shocking crimes.

Content Advisory
This play includes graphic  
descriptions of murder and  
violence against women.

Curriculum Connections
SOCIAL SCIENCES & HUMANITIES

• Gender Studies, Grade 11, University/College Preparation (HSG3M)
• Equity, Diversity, and Social Justice, Grade 11,  

Workplace Preparation (HSE3E)
• Dynamics of Human Relationships, Grade 11, Open (HHD3O)
• Introduction to Anthropology, Sociology and Psychology, Grade 11,  

University/College Preparation (HSP3M)
• Families in Canada, Grade 12, College Preparation (HHS4C)
• Equity and Social Justice: From Theory to Practice, Grade 12,  

University/College Preparation (HSE4M)

CANADIAN & WORLD STUDIES

• World History since the Fifteenth Century, Grade 12, 
University Preparation (CHY4U)

• World History since the Fifteenth Century, Grade 12, 
College Preparation (CHY4C)

• Understanding Canadian Law, Grade 11,  
University/College Preparation (CLU3M)

• Canadian and International Law, Grade 12, 
University Preparation (CLN4U)

THE ARTS

• Drama, Grade 10, University/College Preparation (ADA2M)
• Drama, Grade 11, University/College Preparation (ADA3M)
• Drama, Grade 12, University/College Preparation (ADA4M)

ENGLISH

• English, Grade 10, University Preparation (ENG2U)
• English, Grade 11, University Preparation (ENG3U)
• English, Grade 12, University Preparation (ENG4U)
• Canadian Literature, Grade 11, University/College  

Preparation (ETC3M)
• Studies in Literature, Grade 12, University Preparation (ETS4U)
• The Writer’s Craft, Grade 12, University Preparation (EWC4U)
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Introductory Pre-Show Exercise:  
Power & Belonging
DIRECTIONS

1. Have students find a spot in the room to stand, so that they have 
space around them.

2. Direct students to begin walking, encouraging students to walk on 
their own, filling the space and walking in any manner of direction.

3. Direct students to walk around the room with a feeling of belonging. 
Have them pay attention to what happens to the way they move 
now. Use the following prompts to help them reflect on what they 
are doing:

• Does the pace at which they are walking change?
• Where do they find themselves looking?
• Where are they holding tension?

4. As the students continue to move, tap about half of the class on the 
shoulder, directing the students who are tapped to transform into 
moving as though they do not have a feeling of belonging. Again, 
have them to pay attention to what happens to the way they move 
now, using these prompts:

• What are the differences in physical movement between  
those who feel they belong and those who don’t?

• Can you imagine the reasons why you do or do not feel  
a sense of belonging?

• Who are you? What kind of character are you?
• Where might you be and why?

5. Invite students to undergo the same exercise but this time exploring 
feelings of power and powerlessness.

Pre-Show Unit
The pre-show unit introduces students to The Drowning Girls through a 
series of dramatic exercises. Students will begin with an introduction to 
some of the key themes explored in the play, specifically how power and 
belonging intersect. Using the historical inquiry process, they will have 
the opportunity to look at how gender inequity and particularly laws and 
expectations around marriage impacted this case. These exercises serve 
as an introduction to the play’s exploration of how gender, freedom and 
oppression intersect to influence issues of control, choice and marriage.

MATERIALS

Space in which to move

PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• How do we make decisions? What contributes to the 
choices we make?

• What are the reasons people choose to get married? 
• What does it mean to belong?
• What are the qualities of a good spouse?
• How have marriage traditions, expectations and  

laws changed over the years?
• How does family law reflect societal beliefs and norms?

• What do you know about gender-based violence?
• What is charisma?
• How does greed change someone?
• How do most people learn about history?
• What is the best way to capture the truth of a  

historical event?
• What makes a good ghost story?
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MATERIALS

Library/Computer access
Paper/Pens

Pre-Show Exercise: 
Mining the Past
DIRECTIONS

1. Invite students to work in groups of three. 

2. Ask students to consider the following spheres:

• Legal
• Education
• Family
• Religious
• Economic 

3. Invite students to do research into three of these spheres by finding 
at least two different primary source artefacts that tell us something 
about a woman’s life in England during the late Victorian and early 
Edwardian eras.

4. Give students time to conduct their research. Note: the online  
collections of The British Library and The National Archives  
are both excellent sources.

5. Ask students to prepare a short presentation of their artefacts. With 
each, they should offer a description and then share one or two  
facts we can infer regarding the lives of women in their three  
selected spheres.

Example: 

Primary Source: 
1) These extracts (http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education 

britain1906to1918/g3/cs1/g3cs1s2.htm) from an article in The Times  
newspaper (April 1906) on women’s suffrage:

Sphere: Legal

What They Tell Us:
• From a legal perspective, women were not permitted to vote.
• Demonstrates that attitudes about women having the right to 

vote were changing among some.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• What kind of power did women have? What gave women power?  
In what ways were their rights curtailed?

• What does our research tell us about the significance of  
marriage at this time?

• What reasons might be most important among women who  
choose to marry? 

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• Compare the differences in the ways in which the two groups moved.
• What was the experience of the students who went from belonging  

to not belonging? And those who went from powerful to powerless?
• Who and where did you imagine you might be? Why did you  

feel/not feel a sense of belonging or power?
• What are the reasons we feel we belong in our own lives?
• What gives us power? 
• How can we share power?
• Where or with whom do we feel we most belong? Why?
• Why is a sense of belonging important? 
• What is the connection between power and belonging?
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Introductory Post-Show Exercise:  
True Crime
DIRECTIONS

1. Watch Fred Dinenage’s Murder Casebook, Season 1, Episode 3  
“Brides in the Bath” together. Please note there is some  
graphic imagery.

2. Invite students to discuss the episode together in pairs or small groups 
using the following prompts.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• How did learning about the historical event impact your knowledge 
and experience of the story and characters in the play?

• How did this case impact the justice system in the UK and in Canada?
• What do you attribute to the prevalence of true crime stories in  

popular culture?

Post-Show Unit
The post-show unit builds on the themes explored in the pre-show  
unit of study in the context of the play. These exercises focus on historical 
fiction, true crime and creative storytelling. The unit concludes with  
an exercise that invites students to more deeply explore the characters  
of Alice, Bessie and Margaret.

MATERIALS

Fred Dinenage’s Murder 
Casebook, Season 1, Episode 3 
“Brides in the Bath” 
(https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=nhw_o6ePWwA)

POST-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

• Why do you think the playwrights chose to write this 
story from the perspective of the three murdered  
women rather than of the murderer?

• In what ways did the play remind you of a ghost story?
• Why do you think George was able to manipulate so 

many people?
• How did the roles of women and men lead to George’s 

success as a serial killer?
• What systems failed to protect Alice, Bessie and  

Margaret? How have these systems changed?

• What changes would you still like to see to support 
gender equity?

• What are the connections between personal and  
political power?

• How did the media, the press and changes in  
expectations and laws for women lead to George  
being eventually caught?
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Post-Show Exercise:  
Creating Original Scenes in Roles
DIRECTIONS

1. Divide students into groups of three and have each student take on 
the role of either Alice, Bessie or Margaret.

2. Have students create original writing by responding to the following 
prompts. Remind them that they are responding in role (as if they 
were one of the characters in the play). Encourage students not to 
censor their writing, but to complete each thought with whatever 
first comes to mind.

• “Power is…”
• “Money gives you…”
• “The world is a scary place, it’s…”
• “Marriage is…”
• “Family is…”
• “It’s not fair when women…”
• “The reason I am leaving is…”
• “I wish you would tell me the truth…”
• “Trust is…”
• “As a wife…”

3. Instruct students to, in their group of three, to create a composite 
piece of theatrical writing, using elements of each of their writing 
from this exercise.

4. Provide the following parameters:

• They may not write anything new
• They do not always need to include all three sets of thoughts
• They may repeat words or lines of text
• They may combine lines of text
• They may re-order their writing in order to achieve a  

desired effect

5. After they finish writing their composite piece, give students time  
to rehearse. Depending on their piece, they may perform together  
as a scene of dialogue or may choose to have one student perform  
and have the others direct the piece.

6. Then, have each group share their performance with the class.

DEBRIEFING QUESTIONS

• What was most challenging about this exercise?
• How did you decide what to include or delete? Why did you choose  

to structure your monologue the way you did?
• What kinds of characters and stories did these pieces bring to life?
• Did you learn anything new about Alice, Bess or Margaret?

MATERIALS

Writing utensils
Paper
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Sources & Resources
“Brides in the Bath.” Fred Dinenage’s Murder Casebook, Season 1,  
Episode 3, 8 June 2016, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nhw_o6ePWwA

“Extracts from an article in The Times newspaper on women’s suffrage, 
April 1906.” The National Archives.  
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/britain1906to1918/g3/cs1/
g3cs1s2.htm

“Solved: How the brides in the bath died at the hands of their ruthless 
womanising husband.” David Leafe, Daily Mail UK, 22 April 2010, 
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/femail/article-1267913/Solved-How-brides-
bath-died-hands-ruthless-womaniser.html

The British Library. 
https://www.bl.uk/

The National Archives. 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/

THE ONTARIO CURRICULUM

The Ontario Curriculum — The Arts

Grade 10 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts910curr2010.
pdf

Grades 11 and 12 
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/arts1112curr2010.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — Canadian and World Studies

Grades 11 and 12 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/2015cws11and12.
pdf 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/interdisciplinary-
1112curr.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — Social Sciences and Humanities

Grades 11 and 12 
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/sstudies1112curr.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum — English

Grade 10 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english910currb.
pdf

Grades 11 and 12 
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/english1112currb.
pdf


