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Introduction

This coming-of-age story about two teenage sisters trying 
to make their voices heard by the adults around them will 
resonate with KS4 and KS5 in particular.  

Seventeen-year-old Asha is an emphatic rebel, unafraid 
of pointing out the hypocrisy around her but less sure 
how to actually dismantle it. Her younger sister, Bettina, 
wide-eyed and naïve, is just trying to get through the 
school day without getting her pocket money nicked. 
Between essays, homework and bus journeys home the 
two sisters meet outside the school gates each afternoon, 
smarting at the injustice of the world around them.

Included within this resource pack, are a series of 
activities which directly follow up from having watched 
‘Two Billion Beats’ at the Orange Tree Theatre. These 
suggested tasks are a mixture of discussion based, 
practical, performing arts and creative writing; supporting 
various aspects of learning. Much of what is included 
is a guide and has been designed to be moulded and 
tailored for each group, in the appropriate way.  

Before unpacking the content of the show and exploring 
some of the following, it can be really useful to establish 
a common understanding of how to approach discussion 
and offer examples of healthy debate and sharing ideas. 
This  can be particularly important for any challenging 
conversations.

NATIONAL CURRICULUM COMPONENTS (KEY STAGES 3 & 4)

Student voice

PSHE 

Creative Writing / English 

Social responsibility

Solidarity

Finding your voice

Decolonising education

Sisterhood 

THEMES
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Agree / Disagree

Establish a scale in the room from agree to 
disagree (using the length or width of the space). 

Facilitator will read a series of statements 
relating to a topic. 

After each statement plant yourself somewhere 
on this scale that you feel accurately 
demonstrates to what extent you agree or 
disagree with a statement. 

Ask a few individuals standing at different 
points to share why they have chosen to stand 
there, allow time for this to spark conversation 
and create dialogue around topics.  

Four Corners

Using content from the play / topic, choose four 
key ideas and place one at each corner of the 
room. For example: 

Ask participants to stand somewhere that 
represents how important they deem each 
one to be, depending on how close they are 
to it. They must be doing this for all four topics 
simultaneously. E.g. If I think education is more 
important than culture I will be closer to that 
corner than the other. 

This can take time so allow some consideration 
and discussion while they find their spaces. 

Once everyone is happy, hear feedback from 
individuals about their choices and allow this to 
cause conversation and debate. 

Workshop activities (Discussion based)

Finding  
your voice

Decolonising 
education

Social 
responsibility

Family
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Using Quotes for Stimulus

Drawing out specific quotes from the text and 
getting pupils to unpack these by discussing 
them in small groups.  

 

 

Quotes
“We were learning about the difference between asylum 
seekers, refugees, and migrants, and I said the government 
invented those words and seeing as they still weren’t doing 
anything about climate change we shouldn’t listen to them 
on this either.”

“Yeah. I mean, sort of... (direct address) She’s talking to 
me again. Really talking to me. Telling me stuff I’ve never 
known before. She told me about this friend she had, 
growing up. Her best friend. Mariam. How they became 
best friends in, like, reception, and from then on they did 
everything together. How they had this pact to go to the 
same uni, find a flat to share together, the works. But how 
they grew apart in their last year in sixth form because 
Mariam started to have weirder and weirder views. After 
9/11. You know. With the towers? How Mariam started 
playing up in class. Finding trouble where there wasn’t any. 
How she fell out with all the teachers, even Mrs Osbourne 
who did English Literature and mum loved her. So mum 
tried having a friendly word with Mariam, tried talking her 
down, but she was reading all these books and pamphlets 
by then and mum couldn’t get through to her. She reckons 
if it happened now people would say she was being 
radicalised. But Mariam just told her to mind her own, so 
mum backed off, and they grew apart even more, and then 
when mum started uni they lost touch completely. I knew 
why she was telling me this. I knew I was Mariam. I got 
it. I’m not stupid. She’s like “play the game, Asha. You’re 
smart enough to understand that.”

Why has the writer chosen  
to include this text?

What are some of these things saying about 
the themes the writer has explored?

Why does this quote have 
impact on the audience?
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Practical Workshop Activities

On Your Soapbox

Using a specific topic or conversation that has 
come from exploring the topics, get the group 
to think about an idea for taking an argument 
to stage a soapbox style performance/ 
demonstration.

Get them to plan what they would say and 
how they would deliver their points, given 
the platform to do so. This is getting them to 
really think about details within topics and the 
various challenges within difficult or political 
conversations. 

They could do this individually or work in small 
groups to create scenes. This could be done 
using the theme of Decolonising education, 
getting pupils to discuss their thoughts on 
culture within the curriculum. 
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Creative Writing Activities

Re-write the last monologue:

After seeing the play, how would you recreate 
Asha’s last speech at school? 

Get pupils to brainstorm the strongest themes 
and emotions that come through in the play. 
They should spend time planning what they 
will write and then approach the activity as a 
playwriting task. 

Get them to consider what they would like the 
audience to feel and what atmosphere they are 
trying to create in the last scene.

“(direct address) They keep talking about this thing called a 
‘second chance’. They keep telling me I can have one, just 
one. Second chance. I’m not sure what I have to do get it 
though. I think they know exactly what it is I’m supposed 
to be doing, to get it. To deserve it. But they won’t spell it 
out and it feels like I’m just supposed to know but I’m not 
clever enough to work it out. Maybe I’m not clever enough to 
have a second chance. But no one’s said that. They’ve said 
everyone deserves one. And that means I must deserve one 
too. If I can just work out what it is I’m supposed to do. The 
thing is, I keep wanting to say, I didn’t get a first chance, did 
I? I don’t want to kick off or anything, but I’m pretty sure this 
would be my first chance, not my second. So do I have to 
do as much for the first one? Like, is it as strict? But I don’t 
want to say that, in case that puts me back or something. I 
don’t want to risk it. I want them to see my potential, but I 
don’t know what my potential is, and I’m scared of saying 
the wrong thing. So mainly I don’t say anything at all. And I 
know that makes them angry, but that makes me want to say 
even less. And I know I’m not doing the right thing. I know I’m 
failing. I’m failing at this second chance. Or this first chance. 
Whatever it is I know I’m not going to get another one. But no 
one’s asked me what it is I want to do. Or even what I think. 
So I’m just saying. That would be a start. That would be a 
good start at me having a second chance. So, can this be it? 
Maybe this can be it? A friend told me we only get two billion 
heartbeats. Two billion beats, and then we die. Every time 
I’m scared to speak because I might get into trouble. Every 
time I’m scared to act because someone will assume the 
worst. Every time I say or act the way I think they want me to 
instead. That’s eating into my two billion beats. I don’t want to 
waste anymore of them doing that.”
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Creative Writing Activities

Five Years On

For this task students should write a letter, as 
one of the characters, to their younger self (the 
one we see in the play). They should use the 
text to identify main qualities and characteristics 
of the character and imagine how they might 
progress / change over a five year period.

These questions might be helpful to consider:

In this task they should aim to empathise 
with a character and map out their journey 
both through the play, and as they would 
imagine it to be afterwards.

What was the character’s  
goal within the play?

How have they got  
where they are?

How do we think  
they would mature?
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O BILLION BEATS



TWO BILLION BEATS BY SONALI BHATTACHARYYA | ORANGE TREE THEATRE EDUCATION RESOURCE PACK 8

TW
O BILLION BEATS

Q & A with playwright Sonali Bhattacharyya

Where did the initial idea for the story  
come from? 
I’ve been connected to the Orange Tree for a few years now – I 
was on their Writers’ Collective in 2017, and then later Writer in 
Residence as part of the Channel 4 Playwrights’ Programme. Like 
a lot of theatre creatives, especially freelancers, I wasn’t sure if 
I’d be able to continue a career in theatre when the pandemic hit. 
Everything was so uncertain and of course the existing precarity 
of being a freelancer was only heightened. Then Guy Jones at 
the Orange Tree emailed me to ask if I’d like to write a short 
play for their first ever season of online work, Inside/Outside. Of 
course I said yes! My starting point was ‘outside’ as that was the 
half of the season ‘Two Billion Beats’ would be part of. I wanted 
to explore the feeling of being an outsider – specifically for this 
shorter play, the formative experience everyone from a minority 
has of realising you’re being judged according to stricter rules 
and criteria. 

I jumped at the chance to develop the short play into a full-
length piece when the team at the Orange Tree asked if I’d be 
interested in doing so. Asha is inspired by iconoclasts – B.R 
Ambedkar and Sylvia Pankhurst – because she is one herself, 
and I knew there was so much more to mine in terms of the 
fallout of her challenging the long held beliefs of her mum and her 
teachers. I’ve been interested in writing something that explores 
the divisions within the South Asian diaspora for some time – of 
drawing a line between the struggle for caste equality within the 
Indian independence movement, the impact of 9/11 on dividing 
the British South Asian community, and the ongoing tremors of 
this now. As the government ramps up state sponsored racism 
against migrants and Black, Asian and Ethnic Minority people, 
that disunity is not just unwelcome and tragic, it’s dangerous.

 

What were the main things you wanted  
the audience to think about when 
watching the play? 
I’d love the audience to enjoy seeing someone like them on 
stage, going through similar dilemmas they’re facing now or 
have done in the past. I hope people enjoy and recognise the 
funny, sarcastic, at times mean, at times affectionate, relationship 
between the sisters. It would be brilliant if people learn more about 
B.R Ambedkar and Sylvia Pankhurst from the show – not just 
for their beliefs and politics but for what they stood for, which is 
so important - that is, speaking up for what you believe in, even 
when it feels like you’re the lone voice. That dissenting voice and 
our ability to recognise and hear it is the true test of freedom of 
speech. And above all I hope people take away the call for us build 
a lifeline for one another, in the here and now.
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Q & A (continued)

What further research did you have  
to do for the play? 
I read The Annihilation of Caste by B.R Ambedkar and also 
Arundhati Roy’s brilliant book about Ambedkar and Gandhi 
which gives a lot of context about both the historical division 
between the two and different schools of political thought they 
inhabited, and the contemporary ramifications of this division 
which is still felt within South Asian and the South Asian 
diaspora today.

I also genned up on Sylvia Pankhurst’s writing, much of which 
can be found online, as well as the excellent biography by 
Rachel Holmes Sylvia Pankhurst: Natural Born Rebel.

I also conducted a lot of online research, listening to 
Ambedkar’s speeches via recordings on YouTube, and also a 
rare audio interview with Sylvia Pankhurst on the BBC website 
which is referenced in the play. I was also able to look at photos 
of Ambedkar and Sylvia Pankhurst online, as well as read 
accounts of them speaking at meetings and demonstrations.

I had to research secondary school protocols around the 
carrying of knives so the events in the play would be realistic – I 
was able to find some information online, but the input from a 
good friend of mine who’s a teacher was really invaluable there.

As with all plays I found myself engaging in more idiosyncratic 
research too – I had to look up the lyrics of Cardi B’s Money, 
the approximate cost of a hamster and cage, the type of treats 
pet shops sell for small rodents, things like that!

What would you say were the main 
challenges of writing the play? 
Probably intertwining the different threads of the play in a 
way that feels natural, and which augments the story, i.e. 
interweaving Asha’s accounts of Ambedkar and Sylvia Pankhurst’s 
conflict with others in the movement; Bettina’s problem with 
the bullies and Asha’s response; Asha’s ongoing argument 
with their mum and the revelations about their mum’s former 
best friend Mariam; and the storyline with Adeel. This was 
crucial to shed light on the divisions that exist within the South 
Asian diaspora in a way that feels rooted in character and the 
immediate problems Asha and Bettina face. Adeel also had to 
feel like a real, fully rounded character despite only appearing 
the play as recorded voice notes left on Asha’s phone.  


