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Abstract 

This paper is a work-in-progress that takes place in a primary school in West 

Zealand, Denmark. The study aims to explore children's perspectives on being an 

audience for theatre in their school. As a part of the project, art-based research 

methods are used to allow for a multitude of voices and to create a community in the 

classroom where foregrounding and backgrounding operations create children’s 

attentions, articulations and knowledge of production matter. The papers will focus 

on the messy and chaotic processes that occur when knowledge and relationships are 

negotiated by the participants in the project, and also briefly discuss some of the 

ethics and working methods when working with children as co-researchers.  

Keywords: For- and backgrounding methods, children as co-researchers   
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_____________________ 

I would like to take you with me on a journey to meet Viola and her class. We are in Denmark, west 

of Zealand in a small village school, in late summer 2018.  

We are standing in a circle, in the 7th grade classroom.  

I am here to introduce my Ph.D. project to the students that have agreed to work on it with me. The 

whole class has agreed to work with me. 22 students between 13 and 14 years old and their class-

teacher.   

Before this meeting, I made an agreement with the class teacher: That she would let me lead the 

class for the next hour, and only interrupt if she considered it necessary. We agreed, she would 

watch me, and give me some feedback on how I interacted in the classroom after the session.  

The classroom is organised into group tables and in middle of the classroom there is a table with 

lots of different materials on it. 

I ask the children to make signs with their name on, using things from the table. There is masking 

tape, pens in different colours, paper and stickers. The atmosphere is light and playful. We are 

saying our names in a circle, and everyone in turn, steps forward and says their name.   

A girl steps into the circle: ”My name is Viola” she says, giggling. She points to her name sign a 

piece of paper with big purple letters and some red flowers dancing in between.   

In the background, the class teacher interrupts, telling Viola to say her real name, and not to “lie to 

Pernille” (Me!).  

Viola’s playfulness about making a new name is the beginning of the idea of constructing 

researcher identities, and working with children as co-researchers! 

 

___________________________________ 
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This Ph.D. project is co-financed by Roskilde University, Performance Design and Teatercentrum, 

a national center for mediating Performance Arts for Children and Young People.   

I am fascinated by what children think about being an audience to theatre in their school, so this 

paper emerges from a work-in-progress of listening to children’s opinions about becoming an 

audience to professional theatre in their school. As a part of this project I use a variety of methods 

to incorporate the children’s views. 

What actually happens when we become an audience is difficult to answer. Matthew Reason argues 

that talking and sharing the experience after the performance in different ways is extending the 

experience, and thus makes it longer (Reason 2010). By creating a space to reflect after a 

performance, we create a space to rediscover the performance and to create new communities of 

agreements and disagreement. It does not reduce the experience. On the contrary, it expands it. 

By asking children what they think about becoming an audience, I invite their perspectives into the 

meaning making process about becoming an audience. I hope to find that the two well-known 

categories of children and audience can be seen in other ways, and be disturbed or renegotiated in 

how they work in the school context. I hope that by engaging children, I can influence the way 

theatre exists in schools, conscious of how the audience is formed and performed by the children.  

Inspired by Butler 1990, Gergen 2018, Leavy 2018 amongst others, my research questions are as 

follows  

 How do children become an audience for theatre for children and young people in a primary 

school?   

 What are children’s views about being an audience for theatre for children and young people 

in primary school?  

 How can the use of various art-based methods facilitate engagement with children's views? 
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“It matters which categories you think other categories with  …” (Haraway, 2000 p. 55) 

The project’s ambition is to allow children to contribute to research about children as an audience. 

To give room for children's perspectives in the "conversations" that are going on about performing 

arts, the audience and children. I choose to describe the participating children as “co-researchers” 

and am aware that this can be problematic. There may be a danger of romanticising this kind of 

research (Phillips 2013), it can blur the power I have as a Ph.D. researcher, as it is ultimately me 

who must choose what is needed and what is not included in the project. 

When I want to involve children as co-researchers, it is in order to highlight their actions and stories 

with an interest in negotiating and constructing the position of the audience as it unfolds in the 

context of theatre for children young people. 

I endeavour to put children in the foreground in contexts where their opinions and experiences are 

often the background or subject to a larger cause, such as that “logical learning”, that something is 

more correct than something else (see eg Laerke 1998, Bartholdsson 2009). Childhood in school is 

often marked by age, hierarchical structures and relationships with professionals. When it comes to 

right and wrong, children are at the bottom of the power structure. Children’s statements connects 

to low authority in this structure and it is usually adults who decide which opinions can be 

considered “true” and who can be perceived as credible (Bartholdsson 2009, p. 142).  

However, even though these power relations and subject positions are difficult to ignore, they are 

not the only way to relate to young people. It is this kind of negotiation I try to make use of by 

being an atypical adult, by not doing what is expected, by saying yes, by being curious and a little 

naïve and never scolding or enforcing class rules. (Damgaard, 2015). And by working alongside 

children.  

Categories are not "fixed", and we can use these categories to "disturb" other categories. ”You can 

turn up the volume on some categories, and down on others. There are foregrounding and 

background operations. You can make categories interrupt each other” (Haraway 2000, 2016). 

Turning up the volume on some categories and down on others is a way of making these 

foregrounding and backgrounding operations.   

By inviting children to be co-researchers in the school space, they enter into the foreground. Their 

opinions, thoughts and actions are important, and they get space and opportunity to form these for 

themselves. They are no longer students who have to learn, they are also knowledgeable and 

investigative. They are co-producers of themes and knowledge that must be included in the project.  

Viola accidentally came up with a good idea by changing her name and thus not just to research 

children but to research with children.  

Violas playfulness about making a new name is the beginning of creating new researcher identities, 

which helps to develop new way of working in the classroom where children are “experts” on their 

thoughts, feelings and experiences. When everybody creates new names, they can be referred to in 

the project by these names.  This reflects the shift in position from simply being a student in school, 

to becoming a co-researcher.  
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To open for the potential of the emergence, the not yet knowing.  

By citing Professor Ralph Stacey in this text, I can reexamine what happened that day with Viola. 

We are, according to him, all participants. We are not in a position to lead “with a visible hand”. 

We are all participants, due to the fact that we are all a part of what is going on. Moreover, even 

though the schoolteacher stops Viola playing with her name, I use this as inspiration to play with 

names and identities in the future. Stacey´s point is that local interactions emerge and some become 

new patterns of ways of doing (Stacey 2012). By choosing to embrace Violas playfulness with 

names and exclude the teachers “ don´t lie to Pernille”, a process in which the students work with 

creating other names and researchers identities begins.  

We then work with creating researcher identities. Everyone in the class gets a piece of paper and is 

asked to stand on it. They are drawing with a pencil the shape of their own feet. Some are doing it 

without shoes on; they draw a pattern of their bare foot. While others are doing it with shoes or 

socks on. Afterwards they stand in the shape looking in the room and imaging what their name and 

skills are. Everyone writes their thoughts down on the paper.  

I am thinking the students look like a bunch of birds. Moving in patterns that are recognisable and 

changing all the time. Some are drawing two feet, others only one foot, balancing on the paper. 

Some are filling in their foot shape on the paper with lots of lines, making a black and white pattern.  

Allow me to introduce you to some of the researcher aliases that were developed:  

Mathea: a researcher who can read the thoughts of others and a curious helper.   

Asks a lot of questions and helps a lot by talking about others experiences. 

 
Viola: a ballet dancer and clever researcher.  
Recognises the work of a performing body and understands how much practice and effort is 

required. 

 
Dr. Strange: a master of the mystic arts, traveler in time with a past as detective.  

Due to be able to travel back in time Dr. Strange has a very detailed memory about performances 

that have taken place.  

 

Out of these new ideas emerge deeper stories about some of the other methods we are working with 

– how travelling in time is a very useful skill to have when you are researching in performance art, 

as they are live-situations. After watching a performance we can travel in time by closing our eyes 

to bring us back to the experience.  

Or Viola's ballet body, that has knowledge and understanding of the performing body. Exploring 

how a body can remember or recognize joy and difficulty because it has its own experience of these 

feelings. The body remembers what it takes to move in certain ways. 

Mathea that can read thoughts and through being a curious helper reminds us of listening, asking 

questions and being open to tuning into the other. Maybe we can more deeply understand each 

others experiences by sharing them. , I start to think myself, because we are sitting next to each 

other or because what you are doing reminds me of something. 
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An incompetent adult? 

When the teacher interrupted Viola, telling her “not to lie to Pernille” I became very uncomfortable. 

Why should she project an intention on Violas relationship to me? Making a fool out of Viola and 

depicting me an adult to lie to?  

I recorded the room with a GoPro camera, so I watched the video from this meeting. It was the first 

time I meet the class, and I saw something different.  

How difficult it is to really listen to children, when there are 22 students who all want to talk. I 

didn’t think it mattered who the children were working with?  But, for one girl, it does. Listening is 

very difficult to practice when there are so many children and when you also want and need to get 

something done.  

The classroom is very busy and bodies are passing by the camera. Some are putting a post-it on the 

bag or in the hair of another child, and there is a lot of laughing. A teacher sits in the window 

looking at the class. I am talking very deeply with one student, a girl deeply cares about who she is 

doing what I would call “a small exercise” with. I am trying to find a way to include her and ask her 

how we can do the exercise in way that will include her? Some students are asking if we are going 

to do the exercise or not? The teacher is now wandering around. The door opens and the Deputy 

Inspector stands in the doorway asking what is going on? I look up from the conversation with the 

student and in a very short and light way I answer him, “We are playing in her”.  Afterwards, I keep 

on talking to the girl.  

When I am taking the position og “an atypical adult”, I might be seen by the teachers as being “an 

incompetent adult” who does not notice what is going on. I suppose this is right! Looking at the 

video I wonder what is going on? While I am trying to find other ways to be in the classroom to 

foreground children’s different perspectives, I am excluding the teacher from her role. How do I 

invite the teachers to be in the classroom with me and still embrace Viola’s playfulness?  

 

Staying with Viola is about  

 Listing to children´s perspectives about becoming an audience in performing arts in school  

 Including children in the research design by making researcher aliases  

 Power relations and shifts in position  

 Allowing things to get messy and chaotic and daring to negotiate the relation between 

participants in a research project 
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