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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 Trey Anthony’s How Black Mothers Say I Love You. 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 Luke Reece and Lois Adamson. It is copyright protected. Please contact education@gctc.ca 
if you have any questions about the use of this guide.

CURRICULUM CONNECTIONS

Social Sciences & Humanities
Equity Studies

 - Gender Studies, Grade 11
 - Equity, Diversity, and Social Justice, Grade 11
 - Equity and Social Justice: From Theory to Practice, Grade 12

Family Studies
 - Dynamics of Human Relationships, Grade 11
 - Challenge and Change in Society, Grade 12
 - Dynamics of Human Relationships, Grade 11
 - Individuals and Families in a Diverse Society, Grade 12
 - Families in Canada, Grade 12

World Religions
 - World Religions: Beliefs, Issues, and Religious Traditions, Grade 11
 - World Religions: Beliefs and Daily Life, Grade 11

Canadian and World Studies
History

 - Canada: History, Identity, and Culture, Grade 12
 - Origins and Citizenship: The History of a Canadian Ethnic Group, Grade 11

Health and Physical Education
 - Healthy Active Living Education, Grades 10 – 12

The Arts
Drama

 - Drama, Grades 9 – 12

SYNOPSIS
Starting a better life in Canada is a dream for many immigrants, but for Daphne the decision presents an 
unthinkable sacrifice. This is a story of separation and reconciliation infused with a bold original score that 
blends gospel, reggae and R&B with classical music.
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Pre-Show Unit
UNIT DESCRIPTION
The pre-show unit invites students to explore their knowledge and beliefs about mothers and daughters and 
particularly the stories we share about them. It gives students the opportunity to explore the historical context of 
the play and to examine how immigration, distance and cultural differences impact family relationships. Through this 
series of exercises, students will engage with issues around communication, healthy relationships and family dynamics 
from historical, personal and cultural standpoints.

PRE-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• How does the title of the play set up your expectations?
• Why are we interested in stories about mothers and daughters?
• What are commonalities across these familial relationships?
• How do culture and immigration impact dynamics and relationships among Canadian families?
• What does it mean to be a mother? What are her responsibilities to her children?
• What does it mean to be a daughter? What are her responsibilities to her mother?
• What does it mean to be a sister? How should she relate to her siblings?
• Why does the value we place on our family life change as we grow older?
• What constitutes a healthy relationship?
• Are families more different on the outside than they are on the inside? Why or why not?

INTRODUCTORY PRE-SHOW EXERCISES: MOTHERS AND DAUGHTERS
  Materials:    •  Computer access  •  Printer access  •  Tape or pushpins

Directions:

1. Invite students to do some research into finding an image of “mothers and daughters”.
• Where do we see these images?
• In what kinds of art?
• By which artists?

2. Let students know that they must select a single image to share with the class.

3. Post all of the images up somewhere in the classroom – on walls or on screens – to create a gallery.

4. Invite students to move around the gallery, examining the images.

5. Using the following prompts, discuss as a class or have students journal about what these images tell us 
about mothers and daughters.

Debriefing Questions:

• What are the common perspectives we see?
• Whose viewpoints or images might be missing?
• Why do you think this is?

Extensions:
• Ask students to select an image other than their own to write about and invite them to write-in-role as one of the 

characters we see in the image.
• Invite students to recreate the images through tableaux and to examine whether we learn anything new by 

embodying the characters and examining them in human form.
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PRE-SHOW EXERCISE: EXPLORING THE BACKDROP OF THE PLAY
  Materials:    •  Chart paper and markers OR whiteboard and markers OR chalk and chalkboard  •  Historical context 
from the play (Appendix A)

Directions:

1. Ask students what they already know about the West Domestic Scheme or the immigration of women from 
Jamaica and Barbados to Canada in the 1950s and 60s.

2. Share the historical context Trey Anthony includes in the play (Appendix A).

3. As a class, create a timeline for these events.

4. Then, discuss what questions – both personal and political – the mothers and daughters involved would 
have had at the time. For example, with the introduction of the Family Reunification clause, questions may 
include:
• What will it be like to see my children again?
• What if my children have forgotten me?
• Will my mother understand me?
• What if my mother has forgotten me?
• Will I ever be able to return home?
• What will it be like to live together as a family?

5. Invite students to choose a particular character (mother, daughter, sister, other family member) in the 
timeline of events and to track what questions they might have throughout.

Debriefing Questions:

• Did most people know about these historical events? Why or why not do you think this is the case?
• Are these experiences culturally-specific? Why or why not?
• What was it like to imagine yourself in the shoes of a character going through these experiences?

CULMINATING PRE-SHOW EXERCISE: NAVIGATING RELATIONSHIPS ACROSS DISTANCE AND 
DIFFERENCE
  Materials:    •  Writing utensils and paper OR computer access

Directions:

1. Invite students to write three letters from their chosen character in the previous exercise, addressed to a 
loved one. One letter should be written in the 1950s, one in the 1960s and one in the 1970s.

2. Before they begin writing, ask students to research and reflect in order to layer in elements of their 
character’s experience.
• How old are they at each time?
• Who are their family members?
• Why have they either left or stayed where they are? Who are they missing?
• What changes for them over the course of 30 years?
• Who are they writing to?
• Why are they writing? What are they trying to communicate with each letter?

3. Have students choose the audience for their letters – it may be a mother, child or partner, for instance.

4. After students have written their letters, invite them to share them in pairs to receive feedback.

5. Give students time to make any changes to further clarify their letters.

6. Invite students to share them with the class.
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Debriefing Questions:

• How did writing-in-role affect your understanding of the historical context of the play?
• What are the different reasons why your chosen characters were writing?
• What is difficult about communicating across distance?
• Today, we often have access to technology that allows us to communicate in the moment across time and space. 

Do you think these technologies make it easier to connect with people who are far away?

Extension:
Working in pairs, ask students to write responses to their partner’s letters, again, writing-in-role. You may choose to let 
them transform these letters into scenes to be performed.
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Post-Show Unit
UNIT DESCRIPTION
Through the following discussion questions and exercises, students will more deeply explore the journeys and 
challenges of the characters we meet in the play. Looking specifically at the characters’ ideas and actions around love, 
care and relationships in relation to their own, students will examine and enact communicating across difference with 
a focus on developing openness, compassion and conflict resolution skills.

POST-SHOW DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
• In the play, characters demonstrate care differently for one another. How do they each show love? Can you speak to 

the moments that they were most caring?
• In what ways do the differences in how they show care (sometimes unintentionally) also cause conflict between 

them?
• What continually triggered conflict between family members in the play? What allowed them to reconcile or heal? 

What prevented a mending of relationship?
• There are a lot of secrets the characters keep from one another. Why do they choose not to share these with one 

another?
• Is it right to keep secrets from our family members? Why or why not?
• What barriers do individuals or families face in creating a life and family in a new country? What enables them to be 

successful in creating this new life?
• How do Claudette and Daphne’s family relationships impact the friendships and romantic relationships they have 

outside of their family unit?
• Valerie is entrenched in certain beliefs, which are in conflict with her daughters’. Do you think it’s easier for young 

people to change their minds rather than older generations? Why or why not?
• What was the impact on you as an audience member in seeing the ghost of Cloe throughout the play?
• How is the theme of ‘keeping up appearances’ communicated throughout the play? How does an emphasis on this 

make Daphne and her daughters feel?
• What was your experience of the choreography in the play?

INTRODUCTORY POST-SHOW EXERCISE: LOVE IS
  Materials:    •  Chart paper and markers OR whiteboard and markers OR chalk and chalkboard   •  Scrap paper and 
writing utensils

Directions

1. Draw a giant heart on the board/paper, and write ‘Love is…’ above it.

2. Share the following quote from the playwright, Trey Anthony:
“The play deals with a lot of love, relationships, forgiveness, dysfunction. It is a show that looks at how we love 
each other and how we ask for love.”

3. Have markers available for students and invite them to share their own definitions or examples of love, either 
by inviting them up to fill the heart in themselves, taking suggestions from the group or asking students to 
write their ideas down and then collecting and putting them up in the heart.

4. When the heart is full discuss the different definitions/examples of love that have been gathered.
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Debriefing Questions:

• What are some of the similarities and differences between these examples?
• Can love mean different things to different people?
• Did we see some of these examples being used by Daphne, Claudette or Valerie? Why or why not?
• How did the characters communicate/show love to each other?
• Are there many ways someone can show their love?
• What happens when it is not clear that someone is expressing their love for another person? Did this happen with 

Daphne and Claudette?

Extension:
You may choose to do this exercise focused on each of the characters – for instance, “Love according to Claudette 
is…”. You can then compare and contrast each of their beliefs about love in relation to each other and the class.

POST-SHOW EXERCISE: IMMIGRATION & COMMUNICATION – THE RULE (PICNIC)
  Materials:    •  N/A

Directions:

1. Let students know you are hosting a picnic.

2. Think of a rule/pattern that everything allowed on your fictional picnic must abide by (e.g. objects that have 
three syllables, contain two of the same letter, are the colour red).

3. Tell students the rule.

4. Provide two or three examples that abide by this rule to the students.

5. The students now try to join the picnic according to the rule/pattern by saying, “I would like to bring…” and 
a particular object. The student may not join the picnic if the object does not fit the rule/pattern.

6. Once a student successfully brings two items, they are “at the picnic”.

7. Repeat this a few times with different students as “picnic hosts”.

8. Start the exercise again, but this time ask one student to leave the room so they do not hear the rule. Every 
other student is informed of the rule. This should be a harder rule than the first one.

9. Once the student is brought back into the room they must try and guess the rule, without having the aid of 
their classmates incorrect guesses as well. Each student who knows the rule may only provide one object 
that fits.

10. Repeat this a few times with different students leaving and returning.

Extension:
You may choose to make it even more difficult for the student who does not know the rule by giving them a rule they 
must follow when guessing, which may even conflict with the rule they are searching for.

Debriefing Questions:

• How did the two versions of the game differ in difficulty?
• How did it feel being the only person who didn’t know the rule?
• Who had the power in this game, and what might this represent in real life? In the play?
• How do the characters in the play navigate society's unspoken “rules” in Canada after immigrating from Jamaica?
• How might these differ from what is expected in Jamaica?
• What happens when “social norms” conflict in real life? In the play?
• How does this change the way Claudette and Valerie communicate with their mother?
• Does this change the way they behave in relationships outside of their family as well?
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CULMINATING EXERCISE: COMPARATIVE EXPERIENCES & CONFLICT RESOLUTION
  Materials:    •  N/A

Directions:

1. Have students get into pairs. One student is ‘A’ and the other is ‘B’.

2. Student A chooses a moment of conflict from the play between two characters, and decides which character 
they will portray.

3. Student A begins to set the scene, miming the setting, and using facial expressions and body language to 
communicate their emotions as that character.

4. Student B enters the scene not knowing which character they are. Student B is allowed to use words to 
communicate with A (who can still only use nonverbal communication) to figure out who they are in this 
moment of the play and resolve the conflict.

5. After one minute, allow student A to speak in gibberish.

6. In another minute, allow student A to speak in English and let the conflict resolve between the two 
characters.

7. Repeat, switching the roles of ‘A’ & ‘B’. This time B thinks of a situation that might occur in real life involving a 
disagreement between families.

8. After the second round, see if any students would like to share their scene with the rest of the class.

Debriefing Questions:

• How did you know your scene partner was upset?
• What kinds of questions did you ask?
• How did their body language change the way you approached the situation?
• What were some examples of conflicts with loved ones we used from our daily lives?
• What are the similarities and differences between these and the ones we saw between Daphne, Valerie and 

Claudette?
• How were these conflicts resolved, if at all? What was key to the success of the resolution?
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Glossary
In Role acting a part; an instructional technique in which a student and/or the teacher acts the part of a character in 
an imagined situation, usually in order to explore the character’s thoughts, feelings, and values; Teacher-In-Role is one 
example of this technique

Social norms or mores are the rules of behavior that are considered acceptable in a group or society. People who 
do not follow these norms may be shunned or suffer some kind of consequence. Norms change according to the 
environment or situation and may change or be modified over time.

Tableau a group of silent, frozen actors used to represent a scene, moment, theme, or idea; key features include use 
of space, gesture, facial expression, character and a variety of levels

Writing-in-Role writing done from the point of view of a character in a drama in order to deepen the writer’s 
understanding of the character and create or develop scenes that reflect this understanding; some examples of forms 
that may be used include diaries, letters, and reports on specific events that indicate the character’s responses to 
those events
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Appendices
Appendix A) The Historical Back Drop of How Black Mothers Say I love you.
In 1955, Canada and North America introduced the West Domestic Scheme (Anderson, 1993). This Scheme allowed 
eligible black women who were between the age of 18 to 35, in good health, no family ties and a minimum of a grade 
eight education from mainly Jamaica and Barbados to enter Canada and other parts of the U.S. Many women went to 
Canada, New York, and Miami. (James & Walker, 1984). After one year as a domestic servant, these women were given 
a landed immigrant status and were able to apply for citizenship after five years. Even though the Scheme originally 
allowed only 100 women per year, 2,690 women entered Canada from Jamaica and Barbados by 1965. In 1962, racial 
discrimination was taken out of the Canadian Immigration Act and the number of Jamaicans who came to Canada 
dramatically increased (Lazar & Dauglas, 1992).

Because changes in the Immigration Act allowed non-whites to enter Canada without restrictions, many Jamaicans 
took advantage of the opportunity and entered Canada with hopes of achieving their goals for a better life. After 
the purging of many racist immigration policies, a large number of Jamaicans started to enter Canada as tourists and 
many would later apply independently for landed immigrant status (Anderson, 1993). In the late 1960s, the Canadian 
government instituted the Family Reunification clause into its immigration policy, which made it even easier for 
Jamaicans and other groups to bring their loved ones to join them in Canada (Anderson, 1993). Thus, during the 1970s 
and '80s, many Jamaicans who entered Canada were children and husbands of the Jamaican women who came to 
Canada between 1955 and 1965.



   GCTC Study Guide | How Black Mothers Say I Love You | Created by Luke Reece and Lois Adamson 10

Sources & Resources
Merriam-Webster Dictionary
www.merriam-webster.com

The Ontario Curriculum
The Ontario Curriculum – The Arts
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
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/2015cws11and12.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum – Health and Physical Education
Grades 9-12
http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/health9to12.pdf

The Ontario Curriculum – Social Sciences and Humanities
Grades 11 and 12
www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/sstudies1112curr.pdf

 


