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Adults say the word creativity all the time. Some adults don’t exactly like creativity because 

it’s not clean. I think adults forget what creativity is. There’s no way to get things wrong. That’s 

what adults don’t understand.  

 

Clifford, Bianka, Alima and Adam, aged 10 and 11 years,  

Keynote address, Creative State Summit, Melbourne Museum, 15 June 2018.  

 

 

The eyes of all future generations are upon you. And if you choose to fail us, I say we will never 

forgive you. 

 

   Greta Thunberg, Climate Activist, aged 16 years. September 2019.  

 

 

 

States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the 

right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child 

being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.  

 

Article 12, United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989. 
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Abstract 
 

This thesis, comprising 50% written dissertation and 50% creative work, argues for a new 

ethical model of working with children and young people in contemporary performance. 

Through analysis of Youth Arts pedagogies, inclusive theatre practice, models of participation, 

the symbolic potential of the child in performance and the work of contemporary Australian 

practitioners making work with children for adult audiences, this thesis explores an innovative 

‘rights-based’ model of contemporary performance practice relevant to working with children 

and young people. This model, framed by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 

Child (1989), challenges the idea of children as vulnerable and in need of protection and 

argues for the recognition of the child’s voice and champions the creativity of children in 

performance. The combined practical and written outcomes of this thesis offer a new, 

nuanced understanding of children as cultural agents, raising the prospect of a creative 

process that foregrounds deeper considerations of the strengths and capacities of children.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Context 

 

Despite garnering considerable acclaim worldwide, including exhibiting as part of the 2005 

Venice Biennale, in 2008, following a complaint from a high-profile children’s protection 

advocate, New South Wales police seized twenty art works from the Roslyn Oxley9 gallery in 

Sydney prior to the opening of an exhibition by celebrated Australian photographer Bill 

Henson. Following this raid, the NSW Department of Public Prosecutions launched an 

investigation into allegations of child pornography by Henson and considered laying obscenity 

charges against the photographer. The works in question were part of Henson’s ongoing 

investigation into the liminal state of childhood and adolescence, and, as the artist argued at 

the time, were part of the Western tradition of nudes. Further adding to the public concern 

was then Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s denouncement of the work as ‘disgusting’ and in 

response to the narratives of sexuality that the work explored, Rudd publicly stated he 

believed we should ‘just let kids, be kids’1.   

 

There are many ways of framing this moment in Australian art history, and there are questions 

of authorship, morality, censorship and free speech which all emerge in an interrogation of 

why this occurred and how it played out in the public arena. There are also many ways to 

critically and ethically engage with Henson’s complex and beautiful works depicting 

adolescence. From my perspective, as a theatre practitioner who makes contemporary 

performance work with and for children and young people (and at the time of the controversy 

I was the Artistic Director and Chief Executive Officer of one of Australia’s largest government-

funded youth theatre companies)2,  it became a watershed moment in my practice. I was 

 
1 See for example: Matthew Westwood. “PM says Henson photos have no artistic merit,” 
The Australian, published May 23, 2008, 
https://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/nation/nude-teen-exhibit-not-art-rudd/news-
story/5fc28c4c5ffd0ec7261d4ad4b34fb743.  
2 I’m referring here to Melbourne’s St Martins Youth Arts Centre, a 40-year old youth arts 
company that creates original performance work with, by and for children and young people 
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particularly caught with Rudd’s statement, ‘just let kids, be kids’ and the kind of overwhelming 

popular support this notion seemed to have. What were the discourses that were shaping 

and defining these understandings of childhood that Rudd was referring to? Who was 

responsible for creating, circulating and maintaining these ideas? And crucially, for the work 

I was interested in creating, where was the voice of children in this debate and what agency 

did they have in addressing these views of them? During the Henson affair children were 

never publicly asked for their opinion on the work and it seemed this work was popularly 

understood as only relevant and suitable for adult audiences. As Australian social theorist 

Joanne Faulkner has argued, and as Rudd’s statement demonstrates, there is a tendency in 

Western culture to reduce childhood to an idyllic innocence which reduces children’s interests 

to being “in need of protection”, and ultimately serves to fetishise their vulnerability3. In her 

book The Importance of Being Innocent: Why We Worry About Children (2010) Faulkner 

argues that our focus on children’s vulnerability is a direct result of our ‘rigid understanding 

of childhood as unworldly, incapable and pure.’4 Adult-child relations are predicated on this 

political construct of childhood and children as vulnerable; Henson’s work simultaneously 

disrupts and plays on this dominant idea. Further, the artist’s work also complicates notions 

of the cultural agency of children and young people by distorting our understandings of who 

is responsible for controlling the gaze while raising questions about how these photographs 

have been created.  

 

As a theatre-maker who works with children and young people in a range of contexts 

(including within schools and community, for Youth Arts organisations, mainstream theatre 

programs and independent theatre productions), I am acutely aware of the responsibility of 

constructing the frame from within which the young people are viewed. At times, I have seen 

contemporary performance work featuring children where I have also felt confronted, and 

thought that the ethics of creation, and of production, were questionable. Henson’s works, 

and my experiences over the last decade seeing and making work for adult audiences that 

 
aged between 5-25 years. I occupied the role of Artistic Director/CEO at the company from 
2008-2014. www.stmartinsyouth.com.au 
 
3 Joanne Faulkner, The Importance of Being Innocent: Why We Worry about Children 
(Cambridge University Press: Melbourne, 2011), 10 
4 Faulkner, The Importance of Being Innocent, 3 
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features children onstage, raise the very ideas central to this research. Essentially these are 

questions that ask can children function as political symbols in art?  How do we ensure that 

the process of creation and framing of work involving children adheres to careful ethical 

considerations? 

 

Statement of Problem 
 

The last ten years has seen the rapid rise of contemporary and experimental performance 

works that feature children onstage as performers and collaborators, and that are created 

specifically for adult audiences5. Audiences across Europe and Australia have seen Canadian 

company Mammalian Diving Reflex orchestrate children giving haircuts to adults6, young girls 

dancing with grown men in the UK company Fevered Sleep’s acclaimed work Girls and Men 

Dance7,  Melbourne-based company House of Muchness and artist Ben Landau create a 

political party run by children to address children’s policy concerns in The Children’s Party8, 

maverick Belgian director Lies Pauwels create the astonishing The Hamilton Complex9 which 

saw an army of teenage girls onstage with a male bodybuilder, Tim Etchell’s work with Flemish 

theatre company Victoria CAMPO, That Night Follows Day10 in which an ensemble of children 

echo the common phrases that their parents use to explain the world to them and Australian 

artists Samara Hersch and Lara Thoms create a performative conversation between Australian 

children and child detainees in Nauru in We All Know What’s Happening11. This is by no means 

an exhaustive list. These works are all critically acclaimed, some are made by Australian artists 

 
5 For example, three of respected UK theatre critic Lyn Gardner’s Top Ten Theatre shows of 
2016 for The Guardian UK were created for adult audiences and featured child performers; 
see: https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/dec/06/top-10-theatre-of-2016-lyn-gardner 
Last accessed May 21, 2019. 
6 Haircuts for Children, Mammalian Diving Reflex, Melbourne Festival 2016. 
7 Girls and Men Dance, Fevered Sleep, The Lowry, Salford 2016. 
8 The Children’s Party, Ben Landau and House of Muchness, Arts. House, Melbourne Fringe 
Festival 2017. 
9 The Hamilto.n Complex, Hetpalies, Unicorn Theatre, London International Festival Theatre 
2016. 
10 That Night Follows Day, Tim Etchells and Victoria CAMPO, 2007. 
11 We All Know What’s Happening, Samara Hersch and Lara Thoms, Arts House, Melbourne, 
2017. 
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and all stage ideas of childhood and children that challenge or intervene in the way we are 

conditioned to perceive these states.  

 

This research project is concerned with the following set of questions.  
 

1. Can a rights-based model of creative practice provide a new sort of ethical framework 

for working with children in contemporary performance for adult audiences?   

2. Can a rights-based approach expand the dominant way in which children are viewed 

and constructed by adults and position children as both resilient and  

vulnerable? 

3. Can a rights-based practice create contemporary performance that is both ethical 

and interesting?  

 

This research project capitalises on my experiences as a theatre-maker who specialises in 

creating new performance work with, by and for children and young people. As a 

practitioner who has been working internationally in this space for fifteen years, some of 

these works I mention raise problematic questions regarding the ethics of creation and how 

artists have approached the task of working with children as performers in experimental 

works for adults. These works invite scrutiny of how the question of child agency in the 

creative process is considered and how this is balanced with the ambitions of an adult artist 

who is responsible for the dramaturgical frames that surround the child performer.  

 

In this research project I am interested in addressing what I see as the two key problems that 

arise from these works which position children as performers for adult audiences. The first of 

these problems is the question of the political significance of the figure of the child in 

performance. How do these performances, and others like them that I use as case studies in 

this research, exploit the potential of the child on stage to reveal the dominant attitudes that 

may underpin notions of childhood and children?  

 

The second problem I investigate in this project relates to the practice of collaboration within 

the theatre project itself. Questions raised for me include: how do practitioners working with 

children to create contemporary performance for adult audiences’ negotiate the complex and 
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interrelated fields of power that operate in a child-adult relationship? How do practitioners 

who collaborate with children ensure that the processes they apply are ethical and not 

exploitative?  

 

This research project, comprising 50% written dissertation and 50% creative work, draws on 

my experience as a practitioner in this field, and considers what might constitute an ethical 

practice for the creation of these works. I argue for a new model of working with children and 

young people in contemporary performance that is framed by the human rights charter, the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)12. I argue that the model of practice I propose 

in this research challenges the idea of children as vulnerable and in need of protection and 

instead acknowledges the creativity of children, the recognition of the child’s voice and 

champions the capacities and resilience of children. 

 

Aim and Scope  
 

This research aims to investigate what might be an ethical practice when working with 

children and young people, specifically when that work has been created for an adult 

audience or context. Through a practice-led approach, the research articulates the careful 

ethical know-how13 that is required to ensure that both the process of making the work and 

the frames we place around the children in the work itself are not exploitative. Further, this 

study examines whether a rights-based approach to working with children can maintain the 

capacity of Henson’s complex photographs to resist and confound dominant notions of 

childhood innocence and vulnerability and expose the ethico-political complexity of the adult-

child social contract.  

 

The idea of an ethical practice functions as a central spine in this research, off which many 

branches of possibility are explored. Ethical practice in this context is a contested idea, 

 
12 United Nations General Assembly, “Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF, last 
accessed November, 2019. https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention 
13 Adele Senior, “Beginners On Stage: Arendt, Natality and Appearance of Children in 
Contemporary Performance” Theatre Research International , (41, 1 2016), 83, 
doi:10.1017/S0307883315000620.  
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directly related to the political climate around children in a contemporary context and 

politicised by children’s positioning as a ‘biological, relational beings that demand an ethical 

response’14. Further, the notion of theatre and ethics is a broad field of theoretical enquiry 

encompassing, but not limited to, ideas of participation and spectatorship which inform this 

research15. As performance scholar Helena Grehan points out in her book Performance, Ethics 

and Spectatorship (2009),  

…politically-inflected works, have the potential to generate a space in which more 

profound considerations of ethics and responsibility might be liberated. I want to 

consider what performance night offer for alternative ways both of being in the world 

and relating to others, as it seems that in the drive for consumption and possession 

actual relations with and responses to other people have the potential to become 

marginalised16.  

 

I respond to the idea Grehan has elucidated above and take the performance works I consider 

in this research as capable of generating the space for a deeper consideration of ethics and 

responsibility that is interested fundamentally in how we relate to others, specifically 

children. Further, I attempt to translate these observations into the domain of creative 

practice, remaining cognisant that when you are an adult working with children there is a 

cross over between ethical and legal demands.   

 

Whilst a comprehensive contextual review is provided as background in this thesis, within 

which a number of performance works and companies operating in this sector are analysed, 

the scope of the research is limited to two selected case studies. The first case study is 

Melbourne-based theatre company Fraught Outfit and their work Book of Exodus Part I 

(Theatre Works, 2017) and the second case study examines my own directorial practice 

working on Joseph O’ Farrell’s The Cabin (Northcote Town Hall, 2019). The case studies 

provide an opportunity to both consider what the constituent features of the rights-based 

 
14 Ibid.  
15 See Cochrane and Robinson (eds) 2016 and Bishop 2014 for examples of theoretical 
enquiry into ethics and theatre relevant to this research.  
16 Helena Grehan, Performance, Ethics and Spectatorship in a Global Age, (Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 10.  
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practice of working with children and young people might be, and an opportunity to test these 

ideas in practice.  

 

Significance of Study 
 

In 2006, theatre scholar Nicholas Ridout called to question the gap in performance 

scholarship around children in theatre saying that ‘the question of children as theatrical 

performers is a topic in its own right and awaits further study’17. date, no significant study 

has been completed that captures and examines the phenomenon of children appearing in 

contemporary performance for adult audiences in an Australian context. This research 

project documents and analyses my own directorial strategies within a contemporary 

performance work during the making and production phases, and similarly examines the 

processes of another Australian artist (director Adena Jacobs) and company (Fraught Outfit) 

creating a contemporary performance work with children for adult audiences. This research 

therefore contributes to the scholarly field of performance studies and critically situates 

relevant contemporary Australian artists creating professional performance involving 

children and young people onstage as part of an international field. 

It is important to note that this research is concerned with articulating embodied knowledge, 

knowledge which will differ from artist to artist and may be contradictory. It is worth stating 

that, although I may share some basic artistic training and creative practice philosophy with 

individual artists and companies featured in this research, we differ in our creative 

backgrounds, acquired skill and pedagogical approach to theatre-making18. My background 

as an artist in this field, however, provides a useful perspective on practitioner approach and 

practice. It supports me in addressing the key challenge of investigating embodied knowledge, 

its tacit, internalised nature. As a performance-maker, I draw on my inter-disciplinary training 

to create devised original performance work. I employ Youth Arts methodologies that are 

specifically concerned with the cultural agency of children and young people and utilise a 

process that fosters and platforms their unique creative voice. I underpin these approaches 

 
17 Nicholas Ridout, Stage Fright, Animals, and Other Theatrical Problem, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 98-99. 
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with my background and training as an inclusive arts practitioner working with artists with 

disability.  

 

Combined, these two frameworks of practice create a very specific creative model that I am 

referring to as a rights-based approach to performance-making. I take this terminology 

‘rights-based approach’ directly from institutions, sectors and practitioners across industries 

who align their practices in working with children with the UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child. This is a practice that both negates and challenges dominant views of childhood 

and children as vulnerable and in need of protection and commits to removing the barriers 

(whatever they may be) to participation.  

 

As a practitioner who collaborates with children and young people to create work for adult 

audiences, it has been useful to start articulating my own practice in terms of current 

methodological thinking in social research with children. My practice (and research) draws on 

understandings of childhood as a social construction and children as competent social agents 

with the rights and capacities to participate in society informed by sociology, legal studies, 

childhood studies and education discourses19.  

 

Over the last decade of practice in this field, I have noted an increase in organisations wanting 

to work or engage with children. I attribute this to part of a global shift toward recognising 

the evolving capacity, agency and expertise of children within the institutional realm20. My 

experiences with organisations seeking children’s participation is that too often the 

expectation of the child’s contribution is to resemble that of adults. My colleague, and 

acclaimed Australian Youth Arts practitioner Alex Walker21, argues that what the child offers 

in terms of critical interrogation of dominant ideas is compelling, that they can provide a 

radical perspective on contemporary discourses though their innate curiosity, risk-taking, 

lateral and imaginative problem-solving. Walker argues that children have a capacity to hold 

 
19 Tim Loreman, Respecting Childhood, (London: Bloomsbury, 2009), 18 
20 Caroline Bradbury-Jones and Julie Taylor “Engaging with children as co-researchers: 
challenges, counter-challenges and solutions,” International Journal of Social Research 
Methodology, 18, no.2 (2015): 161, doi: 10.1080/13645579.2013.864589 
21 You can read more about Alex Walker and her company House of Muchness here: 
https://www.houseofmuchness.com/about-founder. Last accessed November, 2019 
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a plurality of ideas at the same time and that this is not to be a dilution of their dedication to 

a concept22.  However, to adequately value these traits and their capacity for change and 

impact takes a subversion of the idea that the adult human is ‘boss’ and a willingness from 

adults to concede modes of power and embrace new models of participation and inclusion.  

 

Walker equates this subversion of the adult-child social code to the kind of rethinking it might 

take to value not only the creative product, but the creative process. 

 

We may seek creative outcome and output, but the creative process is another thing 

entirely. It’s messy, not just physically messy, but it’s not linear. It looks like messy 

thinking, a waste of time, a lot of failure, inefficiency. These are things that are 

incongruous with business models and the systems that organisations use to arrive at 

success23. 

   

What Walker is suggesting here is that to learn from young people and children requires an 

uncomfortable shift. It means valuing novel approaches that may look and feel ‘silly’ or 

‘messy’ or even ‘naughty’ and understanding children beyond the epistemological limits of 

‘development’. It means shifting the existing spatio-temporalities of adult daily life which 

precludes time to imagine other possibilities. It means finding ways to not deny adults 

moments of the free play that children are much more likely to have daily access to. 

Philosopher David Harvey refers to these moments of free play as fertile ways of exploring 

and expressing a vast range of ideas, of taking on sedimented hierarchies and societal 

practices and imagining new possibilities24. Unstructured time, unstructured thinking and free 

play are qualities more commonly associated with childhood. They are also qualities that 

artists, businesses, educational institutions and creative sector organisations are actively 

seeking as they examine possible futures and new imaginings to face the challenges ahead. 

 
22 Walker June (2018), as part of Creative State Summit keynote speech 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/277576475. Last accessed November, 2019 
23 Ibid. 
24 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, (London: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
19. 
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As four recent child-collaborators who worked with Alex Walker and I articulated in their 

keynote speech at the Creative State Summit25: 

 

When we work with Alex and Sarah, they let us speak. The scripts are made up of 

things that we have actually said, not rubbish junk that we don’t mean. They listen to 

our ideas. They let us be free. When we work with Sarah and Alex we work quickly and 

intelligently26.  

 

This research project suggests that new models of creative participation and collaboration are 

required that embrace some of the qualities Walker identifies as central to childhood and 

resist adult-centric organisational systems. These models of practice must be co-designed by 

adult artists and child artists. Adult artists wishing to collaborate with children, as the 

quotation from the children suggests above, need to consider their capacity to work nimbly, 

concede modes of power and be elastic to the possibilities as they occur.     

 

It’s important that the inclusion of young people is underpinned by an approach that 

addresses adult-centric ideas of how and when children should creatively contribute and what 

that contribution might look like. In my work with children and young people, I advocate 

strongly that there must be a shared view amongst the adults asking children to participate 

in their organisational culture (or indeed in their creative endeavours) that understands 

children as experts of their own experience. This includes a shared acknowledgement 

amongst adults that children are not “future people”, they are indeed people right now. This 

philosophy echoes that of the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child, 

responsible for the Children’s Rights Charter. They state:  

 

 
25 The Creative State Summit was an initiative of the Victorian Government and arose from 
the Creative State Strategy policy document released in 2017. Designed to bring together 
people working across the Creative Industries in a two-day forum, the inaugural 2018 
Summit took place at the Melbourne Museum on June 14 and 15, 2018. You can read 
highlights from the event here: https://creative.vic.gov.au/showcase/great-minds-at-the-
creative-summit. Last accessed December, 2019.  
26 Clifford, Bianka, Alima and Adam (aged 10 and 11 years) (June 2018), Creative State 
Summit. https://player.vimeo.com/video/277576475. Last accessed November, 2019. 
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A shift away from traditional beliefs that regard early childhood mainly as a period for 

the socialisation of the immature human being towards a mature adult status is 

required. The Convention requires that children, including the very youngest children, 

be respected as persons in their own right27.  

 

The paradigm of children’s vulnerability and their need for protection played a critical role in 

motivating the adoption of the UN Convention in 1989. The Convention itself goes into some 

detail about the vulnerable status of children and their need for safeguard and special care28. 

Importantly however, the charter confirms the evolving capacity and resilience of children 

and asserts their rights as cultural citizens and for freedom of cultural expression and thought. 

The charter is also the basis for child-centred pedagogical approaches to practice in the arts 

and for the evolving thinking in the Youth Arts and Theatre for Young Audiences sector in 

Australia in relation to children and their cultural, civic and political agency. Childhood studies 

scholars have suggested that the child as a discrete category is disappearing as 

‘representations of children move from simple to sophisticated and reflect the 

acknowledgment in international law that children are not merely becomings but beings’29. 

Legal Scholar and children’s rights specialist John Tobin posits that the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child offers a more comprehensive conception of childhood and demands a 

transformation in the way that children are viewed. Tobin argues that the rights-based 

approach to conceptualising children and their evolving capacity is not necessarily a common 

or dominant approach in contemporary Western society but suggests that adults’ complicity 

in constructing children’s vulnerabilities is being questioned within legal, education, medical 

and health frameworks30. This presents a challenge to historic perspectives of childhood as a 

state of development, instead positioning children as entities in their own right.   

 

Through an analysis of established Youth Arts pedagogies, inclusive theatre practice 

processes, an examination of the symbolic potential of the child and constructions of 

 
27 Committee on the Rights of the Child (2006): 3.  
28 John Tobin, “Understanding Children’s Rights: A Vision beyond Vulnerability,” Nordic 
Journal of International Law 84 (2015): 156. 
29 Tobin “Understanding Children’s Rights” (2015) and Isis Germano  “So Cute, So 
Creepy,” Performance Research, 23, no.1, (2018): 44-51. 
30 Tobin “Understandings Children’s Rights,” 182. 
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childhood, and an extended analysis of the work of two contemporary Australian 

practitioners collaborating with children to create performances for adult audiences, this 

research explores a ‘rights-based’ model of contemporary performance practice relevant to 

collaborating with children and young people. Through a practice-led approach that draws on 

my professional experience working with children and young people, I will address some of 

the critical ethical considerations inherent in collaborating with children to create new 

performance work for adult audiences. 

 

The combined practical and written outcomes of this research offer a new, nuanced 

understanding of children as cultural agents, raising the prospect of a creative process that 

foregrounds deeper considerations of the strengths and capacities of children and resists the 

dominant understanding of children as ‘unworldly, incapable and pure’31.  

 

Thesis Overview 
 

The thesis begins with a background chapter designed to position the methodological 

approach to the research, define some of the key terms that are central to the study, such as 

inclusive practice and youth arts practice, and provide detail on the constituent features of a 

rights-based approach. Chapter One also includes descriptions of historical models of 

participation related to working with children that I have drawn on to support the 

development of the rights-based model of creative practice.  

 

In Chapter Two, I will detail the historic and current pedagogical and participatory models 

related to children in theatre and performance and provide a contextual landscape of practice 

for this research. This chapter will set up how creative practitioners have historically 

considered, and currently consider, ethical frameworks of collaboration with children which 

informs the development of the rights-based model I propose.  

 

In Chapter Three, I will examine the recent phenomenon of children in contemporary 

performance for adult audiences, which is the precise terrain of this research investigation, 

 
31 Faulkner, Why we Worry about Children, 3. 
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and consider how these works illustrate the capacity of children to function as symbolic and 

political concepts in performance. Previous criticism on performances that feature child 

performers and are made for adult audiences reflects on concerns about the ‘ethical 

framework’ of the performance, and the responsibility of the adults who construct the 

dramaturgy of the performance. These concerns centre on whether the children are informed 

of,  and consenting to, the frames placed around them32. Alternatively, other criticism of this 

work revolves around a dominant perception that work created by children is ‘worthy, but 

uninteresting’33.  This chapter considers the ethics of the dramaturgical frames placed around 

children in a range of contemporary performance for adult audiences and positions the 

symbolic potential of children onstage.  

 

In Chapter Four, I will concentrate on my own contribution to the field of knowledge with a 

detailed ethnographic account of the work of director Adena Jacobs. Specifically, I examine 

her independent theatre company Fraught Outfit as they rehearse and premiere their 2017 

performance work Book of Exodus Part I, which is a show created for adult audiences that 

features children onstage. As I document the collaborative practice of creating the Book of 

Exodus Part I, I examine how an Australian artist and company is attempting to address the 

questions of ethical practice inherent in the adult-child collaboration. Through a careful 

analysis of the creative and aesthetic approach to the performance and rehearsal period that 

Fraught Outfit apply, the first case study supports the development of a framework for a 

rights-based approach. 

 

Chapter Five is a detailed examination of the second case study, an auto-ethnographic 

analysis of my own creative practice directing The Cabin! by Joseph O’ Farrell in 2019. 

Specifically, this chapter documents how I construct and run rehearsal processes to address 

questions of power and collaboration in an adult-child making dynamic. The chapter will also 

explore how I use creative and aesthetic strategies in my own artistic practice to identify and 

 
32 See John Bailey on the work of Belgian company Ontroerend Goed at 
http://www.realtimearts.net/article/118/11428. Last accessed September. 2019. 
33 See Richard Watts on Youth Theatre for Adult Audiences in ArtsHub 
https://performing.artshub.com.au/news-article/news/performing-arts/turning-the-tables-
youth-theatre-for-adult-audiences-197207). Last accessed September, 2019. 
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remove barriers to participation, how I attempt to value and platform the ideas and voices of 

the child collaborators in the work, and how I consider the frames placed around children in 

the performance. In this chapter, I test the assumptions about a rights-based model of 

working with children in contemporary performance and attend to my research questions. 

 

Ultimately, through both of the case studies in Chapters Three and Four, I will document and 

record how a rights-based approach to collaboration employs a series of creative strategies 

which address the most prominent ethical challenges to collaboration with children on work 

designed for adult audiences34. I will examine whether, through creative and directorial 

processes, the two case studies in this research can provide a broader framework through 

which to view the contemporary state of childhood, or as legal academic John Tobin has 

posited ‘expand the kaleidoscope through which we view children and childhood’35 . I will 

examine what choices in the process, including the balance between adult and child power 

relations, transparent and inclusive artistic decision-making and experimenting with artistic 

form might lead to different ways of seeing and thinking about children outside of the 

dominant vulnerability paradigm. I will explore if the specific theatricalisation of childhood 

and children in both The Cabin! and Book of Exodus Part I can confound the adult gaze, 

underscore the contingency and instability of their perception and produce a new, more 

political reading of childhood.  

 

Through interviews with artists and children engaged in these processes within one case 

study, and through documenting my observations during rehearsal and reviewing published 

critical responses to both works, I investigate these questions with the view of discovering if 

these methods and practices support new ways of seeing children and childhood. 

 

Finally, in a concluding chapter, I will summarise the findings of this research and the 

contribution it makes to the field of enquiry and make recommendations that have 

implications for both creative practice and future scholarship.  

  

 
34 This project has Human Ethics Research Council approval from the University of 
Melbourne, Ethics Application #1954343.1. 
35 Tobin, “Understandings Children’s Rights,” 182. 
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2. Background and Methodology 
 

In this chapter I will detail the combination of traditional scholarly research and creative 

practice strategies that combine to create the methodological approach to this study and set 

out some key terms and definitions such as inclusive theatre practice, youth arts practice and 

models of participation with children, that feature in, and are critical to, the research. Further, 

I will articulate how this inter-disciplinary approach brings together research in fields such as 

legal studies, sociology, childhood studies, performance studies and education theory. 

 

Methodology 

This study utilises practice-led methodologies, which ‘highlight the crucial interrelationship 

that exists between theory and practice and the relevance of theoretical and philosophical 

paradigms for the contemporary arts practitioner’36. In the context of practice-led research, 

the selection of an appropriate methodology is a strategic tool that has the capacity to 

facilitate rigorous investigation of creative practice. As academic Robert Nelson proposes in 

his book The Jealousy of Ideas: Research Methods in the Creative Arts 

Methodology is simply a ‘critique of methods’, which of the methods is more or less 

relevant, qualifying what is best for the research project37. 

 

As such, this research borrows from scholar Robin Nelson’s ideas of arts praxis as a ‘multi-

mode epistemological model and way of knowing’38. The research framework imbricates 

theory within creative practice as I work to make embodied, tacit knowledge explicit through 

critical reflection, observation and the creative process of making a new performance work.  

 

To generate research data for this project I used both ethnographic and autoethnographic 

processual tools to document practice, in an iterative, dialogic engagement such as Nelson 

 
36 Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt (eds.), Practice as Research: Approaches to Creative Arts 
Enquiry (London: I.B Tauris, 2007), 1. 
37 Robert Nelson, The Jealousy of Ideas: Research Methods in the Creative Arts (Melbourne: 
Ellikon, 2009), 9. 
38 Robin Nelson, Practice as Research in the Arts: Principles, Protocols, Pedagogies, 
Resistances, (UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 5. 
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champions in his 2013 book Practice as Research in the Arts39. For the first field work case 

study of Fraught Outfit’s Book of Exodus Part I, I was an observer in a rehearsal process, 

documenting the process of creation through interviews with the artists and performers 

during and after the performance. By journaling as I observed the rehearsals, I reflected on 

the process and the tools the artists were utilising as part of their creative and dramaturgical 

strategies. To this end, the important work of performance scholar Gay McAuley (2006, 2012) 

in the field of rehearsal studies has informed my approach to rehearsal observation and 

critique. The second fieldwork case study involved was autoethnographic, as I used reflexive 

journaling techniques, including writing and audio-recording to document my own artistic 

practice during the creation and rehearsal phase of The Cabin!.  Additionally, I have drawn on 

an analysis of a number of other relevant performances to support my enquiry, looking at 

both significative and affective aspects of the work to consider the symbolic potential of the 

child in performance. These approaches to the case studies have created rich data to support 

my analysis and enabled a creative research process that, as Barbara Bolt summarises below, 

has allowed practice to produce theory.   

…rather than operating as a solipsistic reflection on one’s own practice, the particular 

situated knowledge that emerges through the research process has the potential to 

be generalized so that it sets wobbling the existing paradigms operating within a 

discipline. In other words, through the vehicle of exegesis, practice becomes theory 

generating40.  

My approach resists the solipsistic position that Bolt articulates here by relying on the findings 

of the research as rooted in the interconnection between theory and practice (or praxis). As I 

synthesise the findings from the case studies to discover new knowledge relating to creative 

practice it is possible to see, as Bolt suggests, the existing paradigms within the discipline 

‘wobble’, expand and transform. 

 

The auto-ethnographic methods I employ follow on from the work of Tami Spry (2009 and 

2011), Stacy Holman-Jones (2016 and 2018) and Stephen Hancock, Ayana Allen and Chance 

 
39 Nelson, Practice as Research in the Arts, 19 
40 Bolt, Practice as Research, 33 
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Lewis (2015) who all have significant expertise in auto/ethnographic research methods 

and/or in performance practice or research involving children and young people. Spry’s work 

in ‘performative autoethnography’, which she argues resides at the ‘intersection of a 

personal/political reflection and aesthetic praxis’, is particularly useful for this research as it 

aims to critically engage with and elucidate embodied knowledge, and in doing so, challenge 

assumptions about power and where it resides.41 Further, Hancock, Allen and Lewis’ book 

Autoethnography as a Lighthouse: Illuminating Race, Research the Politics of Schooling 

(2015) provides a useful insights into the implications of autoethnographic research in 

critical teaching and education paradigms that involve children, and argues for the capacity 

of the autoethnographic approach to create accessible and equitable pathways for research. 

These ideas are useful and important for this research project as they evoke the values of a 

rights-based framework designed to challenge traditional hierarchies. Adopting these kind 

of approaches to an auto-ethnographic analysis helped define my strategies of 

documentation, reflection and critique of my own creative practice.   Finally, Holman-Jones’ 

ideas of critical autoethnography as a methodology that involves ‘both a material and ethical 

praxis’42 and her strategies for bridging analysis and action have been integral to my 

understanding of, and approach to, autoethnographic performance research in this enquiry.  

This project involves the co-production of knowledge through creative practice in an 

exchange between the researcher and participants of the research. Drawing on established 

autoethnographic methods of working with children and young people and the 

epistemological position of the researcher as part of the encounter with the research itself, 

this project takes education scholar Sheila Trahar’s idea that the researcher’s story is intrinsic 

to narrative inquiry but requires sensitive arrangement within the account to avoid drowning 

out the participant voice43.  Further, and in alignment with the aims of this project, as Spry 

notes, autoethnography has an ethical imperative to make performative texts that ‘invite 

 
41 Tami Spry, Writing and Performing Autoethnography (Qualitative Inquiry and Social 
Justice), (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), 262. 
42 Stacy Holman-Jones, “Something that feels like some thing: Narrative auto/ethnography 
and narrative affects,” Departures in Critical Qualitative Research 4 no. 1 (2015): 42. 
43 Sheila Trahar, “Beyond the Story Itself: Narrative Inquiry and Autoethnography in 
Intercultural Research in Higher Education,” Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: 
Qualitative Social Research, [S.I] 10, no. 1 (2009): 10. 
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transformation in the reader and the world we share’44. This ethical imperative Spry notes 

positions autoethnography as a useful critical and reflexive research methodology that views 

the personal as political, focuses on bodies in context as performative agents interpreting 

knowledge and holds the aesthetic crafting of research as an ethical imperative of 

representation. For these reasons, autoethnography is a valuable tool for this research 

project, which is concerned with embodied knowledge of practitioners and the bodies of 

children in performance contexts as cultural texts.  

Hancock, Allen and Lewis identify autoethnography as a useful research methodology for its 

capacity to not only identify but also dismantle barriers that keep diverse epistemologies from 

being heard and seen by a wide audience45. This project is therefore grounded in the idea that 

autoethnographic research can work as a strategy for access to equity and agency, all 

precepts that this research proposes to investigate as practical tools in an artistic process. 

 

The research design will also utilise the work of Indian American ethnographer Arjun 

Appadurai, whose proposition that ‘research is a human right’ frames the scholarly and 

creative approach that this project takes and positions the research capacity of all individuals 

(including children) as ‘vital for the exercise of informed citizenship’46. This idea has been 

taken up by performance scholars including Alan Read (2018) and Adele Senior (2018) most 

notably in their work for the ‘On Children’ edition of the Performance Research special issue 

journal. The January/February 2018 issue of the Performance Research Journal (Volume 23, 

No 1, 2018) composed an entire edition addressing the phenomenon of children in 

contemporary performance. This edition makes a significant contribution to the discourse 

surrounding the subject and documents the practice of largely European-based artists 

including the Italian theatre director Chiara Guidi and German performance-maker Sybille 

Peters. ‘On Children’, which includes children as co-editors, specifically addresses the 

question of the ethics concerning the child as collaborator and performer and enacts this 

 
44 Spry, Writing and Performing Autoethnography, 263. 
45 Stephen Hancock, Ayana Allen and Chance Lewis, Autoethnography as a Lighthouse: 
Illuminating Race, Research and the Politics of Schooling, (Charlotte: Information Age 
Publishing, 2015), 24. 
46 Arjun Appadurai “The Right to Research” Globalisation, Societies and Education 4, no. 2 
(2006): 168 
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tension by directly calling into question the inevitable hierarchised control of content and 

the often disruptive edited and unedited contribution of children in the process.  

Senior argues that ‘…performance can offer new insights into questions of children’s agency 

and power’47 and throughout the collection of essays in the journal the binarised tension of 

being with and without children is enacted as the child co-editors contribute their thoughts, 

opinions and ideas throughout the pages. The reader is invited to consider the many 

questions surrounding children in contemporary performance as ‘with children rather than 

simply for them’48, thus demonstrating the central tenet of Appadurai’s proposition on 

research as a human right. This underscores a central tension in this research project, that 

of undertaking a project about children and collaboration, that neglects to formally 

collaborate with children as co-researchers.  This failure to design a research project that 

would strive to collaborate with children equitably as co-researchers relates to the ethical 

research orthodoxy required of the institution in regard to doctoral research, and equally to 

my own shortcomings as an early career researcher still developing innovative research 

practices. I hope that in future research endeavours I build new capacity to rethink how I 

might achieve a co-designed performance research project with children and that this and 

other work has the potential to have an impact in institutional ethics processes to recognise 

the creative capacity and rights of children within a well-designed framework. 

Performance scholar David Haseman, in his chapter in the Barbara Bolt and Estelle Barrett 

edited book Practice As Research: Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, takes up the challenge 

to articulate the performance research paradigm and argues for ‘inventive methods’ of 

collecting and analysing data in the practice as research methodology. In the case of this 

research, the selection of two case studies, specifically one that allows me a reflexive insight 

into my own practice, offers a coherent framework for ‘deepening and documenting an 

emerging understanding of practice’49.  Both case studies are useful for allowing a sense of 

the ‘looking in’ and ‘looking out’ that Haseman describes, looking in from the margins to 

 
47 Adele Senior, “On Children: Editorial,” Performance Research 23, no 1 (2018): 1 
48 Senior ,“On Children,” 4 
49 Brad Haseman and Joe Winston. “Why be interested? Aesthetics, applied theatre and 
drama education,” RIDE: The Journal of Applied Theatre and Performance 15, no. 4 (2010): 
466 
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another artist’s process, and looking out from within the creative process at my own 

practice50. Combined, these case studies offer a research method generated from a specific 

context familiar to me as an artist practitioner and so build directly out of my own practice, 

but are more than my practice alone.  

 

Key Terms and definitions  
 

In the following sections I will provide some definitions and context of the key practices that 

define this research enquiry. These terms include the following 

 

- Youth Arts practice 

- Inclusive Theatre practice  

- Hart’s Ladder of Participation 

- Seven Realms of Participation 

 

Youth Arts practice 

 

Since the early 1980s, a practice known in Australia as Youth Arts has championed creative 

pedagogical approaches designed to platform the lived experiences of children and foster 

their unique creative capacity51. Youth Arts has been broadly defined as creative work created 

with, by and for children and young people and usually involves a professional adult artist/s 

as collaborator or lead. The practice has adopted a series of process considerations and 

creative and aesthetic strategies since its inception, including a range of ethical considerations 

involved when an adult professional collaborates with children and young people, and in 

particular has attempted to address the power dynamics inherent in these collaborations. In 

Chapter One, I detail the discursive and practice considerations that have shaped Youth Arts 

and can be understood as a response to the cultural rights of the child and ideas of creative 

and civic agency.  

 

 
 
51 Mary Ann Hunter and Geoffrey Milne, “Young People and Performance in Australia and 
New Zealand,” Australasian Drama Studies 47 (2005): 13. 
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Inclusive Theatre Practice  

 

Inclusive Theatre Practice is a creative strategy that may inform or underpin particular 

practitioners’ strategic approach to Youth Arts practice and is historically derived from 

within the arts and disability sector.  

 

In the UK, the term ‘inclusive arts’ practice gained momentum in connection with the flagship 

Creative Partnerships Policy for education in the UK introduced by Labour in 2006. This policy 

foregrounded the economic importance of cultural activity and its social inclusion agenda52. 

In this context, the term was applied to an arts practice that championed social inclusion and 

was mainstreamed into curriculum with an emphasis on enjoyment of cultural participation 

for all53.  

However, in the UK, inclusive arts practice also has particular currency in specifically defining 

the practice of working with learning-disabled people (better known in Australia as either 

neuro-diverse or intellectually disabled people) in a facilitated collaboration model. Alice Fox, 

a UK academic and artist, defines inclusive practice as: 

[S]upporting creative opportunities between marginalised and non-marginalised 

people through artistic facilitation and collaboration as a means of challenging existing 

barriers and promoting social change54.  

In a mainstream Australian context, inclusive arts practice is about ensuring equal access to 

the arts for all marginalised groups, including people with a disability, as audience, artists and 

participants. It employs a range of creative strategies to remove barriers to participation in 

the creative process.  

 

 
52 Pat Thomson and Christine Hall, “Creative Partnerships? Cultural Policy and inclusive arts 
practice in one primary school,” British Educational Research Journal 33, no. 3,( 2007): 316. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Alice Fox and Hannah McPherson (eds), Inclusive Arts Practice and Research: A Critical 
Manifesto, (London: Taylor and Francis, 2015), 2. 
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It should be noted, too, that there is resistance to the term ‘inclusion’ from some practitioners 

in arts and disability on the basis that it is grounded in a binary power relation model55. For 

scholar Anna Hickey-Moody, such models situate ‘inclusion’ as an aspiration that sets up 

notions of exclusion and lends itself to right/wrong, ability/disability comparisons. Hickey-

Moody also reflects on how discourses of inclusion in education have largely become a system 

of ‘othering’ that can only be dissolved through developing new methods for thinking about 

identity and embodied difference56.  

Further problematising the use of the term ‘inclusive’, Adam Benjamin in his book Making an 

Entrance: Theory and Practice for Disabled and Non-Disabled Dancers (2002), has written 

about the perhaps unnecessary labelling of a dance performance as ‘integrated’ or ‘inclusive’ 

when promoting work, calling it ‘a bit like a road sign warning the unwary theatre-goer of 

possible encounters with wheelchairs—it tells us that we can expect to see a disabled person 

on stage, which can only leave us asking, “Is that really necessary? Who is it that needs to be 

warned?”’57.  

What is less well-documented or understood is how the term ‘inclusive arts practice’ is used 

in applied settings in the Australian arts sector, and whether or not there is a singular or 

broadly accepted understanding of its meaning and its methodological approach58. 

As a practitioner in this field, my position on the term is constantly evolving. I consider 

inclusive theatre practice as an applied strategy for theatre-makers that can scaffold, and not 

replace, other forms of training in theatre-making or performance. It is a flexible, malleable 

strategy that fundamentally revolves around an understanding of just who is in the rehearsal 

room and who is in the audience and what they require in order to engage equitably in a 

performance work.  

 
55 Anna Hickey-Moody, Unimaginable Bodies: Intellectual Disability, Performance and 
Becomings, (Amsterdam: Brill, 2009), 43.  
56 Ibid.   
57 Adam Benjamin, Making an Entrance: Theory and Practice for Disabled and non-Disabled 
Dancers, (London and New York: Routledge, 2002), 15.   
58 Sarah Austin et al, Beyond Access: The Creative Case for Inclusive Arts Practice 
(Melbourne: Arts Access Victoria, 2014), 4. Last accessed November 2019. 
https://www.artsaccess.com.au/assets/Resources/Beyond-Access-Literature-Review-
web.pdf,  
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Relationship between Youth Arts and Inclusive Arts 

As Youth Arts responded to the idea of the cultural rights of the child, the creative process 

known as inclusive arts practice rapidly developed over the last two decades in Australia59.  In 

Australia, we have seen ideas of inclusive arts practice adopted into mainstream and youth 

and community arts contexts, most notably with the emergence of specific roles within 

companies for Inclusion or Access Officers. During my tenure (as Artistic Director and CEO) at 

St Martins Youth Arts Centre, the company established the first Australian Access/Inclusion 

Officer role (for a non-Disability focussed arts company) designed specifically to actively 

remove the barriers for children and young people participating in company programs in 

200960. There are now various iterations of this role in organisations as diverse as Arts Centre 

Melbourne and Melbourne Fringe Festival. Combined with the rise of relaxed performances 

and Auslan interpreted shows in independent and mainstream seasons and the emerging idea 

of what respected UK Disabled artist and advocate Jo Verrent describes as ‘access 

aesthetics61’ the last decade has thus seen aspects of inclusive arts practice intersect with 

mainstream and Youth Arts processes changing how both practices are understood and 

employed.  

 

Children and models of participation  
 

With the ideas of inclusive and Youth Arts practice and a rights-based framework in mind, this 

research asks how might creative practitioners promote children’s contribution to decision-

making and agency and what are the pathways to ethical participation? How do we platform 

children’s voices and consider the rights of children to contribute to discourse on matters that 

affect them? 

 
There are a number of models of child and youth participation that can largely be found in 

education and health research that provide frameworks for fostering children’s inclusion and 

 
59 Austin et al, “Beyond Access,” 18 
60 Austin et al, Beyond Access, 21. 
61 See Jo Verrent’ article for UK site Disability Arts online on the creative case for access 
aesthetics, https://www.disabilityartsonline.org.uk/creativecase-aesthetics-of-access. Last 
accessed September 2019. 
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contribution62. Often these projects are funded by international child advocacy organisations. 

Below, I will detail two models that are useful for framing a rights-based approach to creative 

practice.  

 

Hart’s Ladder 

 

A seminal study into child engagement and participation was undertaken by sociologist Roger 

Hart in 1992. Hart produced research for UNICEF titled Children’s Participation: From 

Tokenism to Citizenship and in this work he develops a critical system for thinking about 

children’s participation known as Hart’s Ladder. With this, he details degrees of participation 

and non-participation using the metaphor of the rungs on a ladder to suggest the different 

realms of participation that can be achieved, from the lowest run of tokenism, to the highest 

run of child-led decision making. Hart’s philosophy and perspective on children’s participation 

is clearly set out in the quotation below: 

 

The degree to which children should have a voice in anything is a subject of strongly 

divergent opinion. Some child advocates speak of children as though they were 

potentially the saviours of society. But many will say that participation by children is a 

naive notion for children who simply do not have the decision-making power of adults. 

Others feel that children should be protected from undue involvement and 

responsibility in the problems of society; that they should be allowed to have a 

carefree childhood. Children need to be involved in meaningful projects with adults. 

It is unrealistic to expect them suddenly to become responsible, participating adult 

citizens at the age of 16, 18, or 21 without prior exposure to the skills and 

responsibilities involved. An understanding of democratic participation and the 

confidence and competence to participate can only be acquired gradually through 

practice; it cannot be taught as an abstraction. Many western nations think of 

themselves as having achieved democracy fully, though they teach the principles of 

 
62 Bradbury-Jones and Taylor, “Engaging with Children,” 163.  
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democracy in a pedantic way in classrooms which are themselves models of autocracy. 

This is not acceptable63.  

         
Hart recognises that children’s participation is a complex issue and that the potential of 

enabling a child’s impact on the way in which society was shaped was profound. In developing 

his ladder model, Hart identifies several degrees of valid participation by children, including  

when children are responsible for the ideas and lead and set up the project and invite adults 

to join them in the decision-making process, through to when adults decide the project and 

children volunteer for it. The rungs include the following stages to define children’s 

participation.  

1. Manipulation 

2. Decoration 

3. Tokenism 

4. Assigned but informed 

5. Consulted and informed 

6. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with children 

7. Child-initiated and directed 

8. Child-initiated shared decisions with adults.  

 

Hart is careful to articulate that not all projects should necessarily strive for the top rung of 

the ladder, and that meaningful participation occurs across the fourth through to the eighth 

rungs64. Hart also recognises that there are a range of different barriers to participation that 

children may face which require adults to become the advocates or ‘removalists’. These 

barriers may include- but are not limited to- poverty, gender or self-esteem. In some contexts, 

the role that an adult may take on is known as ‘the animator’, working as enabler for children 

on their path to political self-determination65. This role of the ‘animator’, as Hart defines it, 

 
63 Roger Hart, Children’s Participation: From Tokenism to Citizenship, (Innocenti Essays: 
UNICEF 4, 1992), 5 
64 For an image of Hart’s Ladder and details for the attributions of each run please see: 
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/ASTC/00e37246-8bd9-481f-900c-
ad9d6b6b3393/UploadedImages/Ladder_of_Participation_1.pdf. Last accessed December 
2019.  
65 Hart, Children’s Participation, 22.   
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traditionally comes from the street workers of poorer cities across the Western World who 

were responsible for facilitating a community’s access to democracy and agency. In Chapter 

Three of this study, I suggest that the idea of ‘animator’ within Hart’s theory might be found 

in the Youth Arts practitioner within a performance project, and that this has productive 

potential for considering a rights-based creative practice with children and young people.  

 

Seven Realms of Participation 

 

Another particularly useful example of child participation models comes from psychologists 

Mark Francis and Ray Lorenzo (2002) who developed a tool that outlines the seven realms of 

children’s participation in a range of contexts and settings. Francis and Lorenzo’s research is 

specifically related to children’s participation in planning and urban design but the critical 

theory they develop is useful across research contexts. They acknowledge the changing place 

of childhood in contemporary culture and the increased control and institutionalisation of 

their daily lives experienced by children across the world66. Their research has implications 

for creative practice with children and young people and invites consideration of what might 

underpin certain approaches to children’s inclusion and participation in creative decision-

making. Francis and Lorenzo outline the approach to child participation in relation to 

international child advocate organisations and city officials who have been forced to involve 

children in decision-making as perspectives on children’s rights have shifted67. They detail the 

circumstances that usually see adults advocating for children and compare these 

circumstances with participatory models where the focus is on child-led decision-making68.  

The realms Hart and Francis identify include 

1. Romantic Realm – projects which promote an image of children as able to envision 

and create their own environments without the involvement of adults. 

2. Advocacy Realm- Projects where children are predominantly planned for, their 

apparent needs advocated by adults.  

 
66 Mark Francis and Ray Lorenzo, “Seven Realms of Children’s Participation”, Journal of 
Environmental Psychology (22, 1 2002), 159 
67 Francis and Lorenzo, “Seven Realms of Children’s Participation,” 157 
68 Ibid, 161 
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3. Needs Realm- Projected that are increasingly moving toward research based 

approached identified with the ‘social science’ of children.  

4. Learning Realm-Projects focused on changing skills and perceptions. 

5. Rights Realm- Projects informed by the UN Charter that focus on children’s rights 

rather than environmental needs. 

6. Institutional Realm- Related to child advocated and city officials who are forced to 

involve children in planning. 

7. Proactive Realm- children’s participation with vision, focussed on empowering 

children through child-centred modes of participation and interested in making 

substantial changes.69  

  

Both Hart and Francis and Lorenzo emphasise the idea of a spectrum in which meaningful 

and ethical participation by children can be achieved. They both recognise that the extent 

and nature of a child’s perceived vulnerability will be fluid, and the role adults play in the 

construction of a child’s vulnerability - and inversely, a child’s agency - are paramount. 

These ideas and approaches to participation have been enormously useful and support the 

formation of a rights-based approach to creative practice that I test in Chapter Five of this 

research.  

 

Children and Cultural and Political Agency  
 

The positioning of children and childhood as disconnected from ideas of cultural and civic  

agency is demonstrated quite clearly by the recent public commentary - driven by adults - 

around children ‘striking’ around the world and leaving school to join marches in cities and 

towns in support of action on climate change. Inspired by 16-year old climate activist Greta 

Thunberg from Sweden, in 2018 and 2019 students from across Australia, and the world, 

have repeatedly turned out in their thousands to urge governments to make climate change 

an urgent issue while calling for a range of policy measures, including requesting that 

Australia meet the Paris Agreement emissions targets. This act of political engagement 

elicited highly contrasting opinions in the public and political arena. There were those who 

 
69 Ibid. 
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were delighted that young people could be so passionate about matters of public policy and 

saw great hopes for the future. There were also those who believed, including Federal 

Education Minister Dan Tehan, that children were being used as puppets of the extreme left 

of politics and argued that if ‘they are not entitled to vote, they are not entitled to strike’70. 

The Australian Prime Minister, Scott Morrison, made this statement in Parliament when 

urging children not to attend the strikes, and miss half a day or a day of school:  

 

We don't support our schools being turned into parliaments. What we want is more 

learning in schools and less activism in schools71. 

 

What the ‘climate strikes’ clearly illustrate is that the idea of children as rights-bearers, as 

individuals with entitlement to civic and cultural agency, is still decidedly challenging to adult-

centric institutions. There was little to no public commentary around the idea that children 

were not only entitled to be heard and listened to on matters that affect them - in this case, 

the very serious issue of climate change policy - but that these are rights enshrined in an 

international legal document that Australia, and many other countries across the world, are 

a signatory to.  It is possible to conclude therefore that despite Australia’s endorsement of 

the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, the dominant attitudes toward children seem 

to indicate that adults believe children are limited in terms of their capacity to contribute to 

public discourse, politics and policy and other civic concerns.  

 

Constituent Features of a Rights-Based Approach 

This research positions the ideas of a rights-based framework as drawing on the frameworks 

of Youth Arts, inclusive arts, Hart’s Ladder and Seven Realms of Participation to establish a 

working methodology for collaborating with children. This approach also acts as an effective 

resistance measure to the attitude about children seemingly present in the public response 

 
70 “Education Minister Dan Tehan lashes ‘orchestrated student climate strikes,” SBS News, 
February 18, 2019, https://www.sbs.com.au/news/education-minister-dan-tehan-lashes-
orchestrated-student-climate-strikes . 
71 “Climate change strikes across Australia see student protests defy calls to stay in school,” 
ABC News, March 16, 2019, https://www.abc.net.au/news/2019-03-15/students-walk-out-
of-class-to-protest-climate-change/10901978.  
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to the climate strikes which I argue points to a wider attitude about children rather than a 

response to a specific event. I will argue that the constituent features of a rights-based 

approach respond directly to a number of articles within the UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child including but not limited to: 

1. Article 12 Children have the right to say what they think should happen when adults 

are making decisions that affect them and to have their opinions taken into account   

and  

2. Article 13 The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall 

include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, 

regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art, or 

through any other media of the child's choice. 

Drawing on these obligations as framing statements for the intentions of collaborative 

creative practice and further developed by my observation of the rehearsal process of 

Fraught Outfit in Chapter Four, I have developed three key constituent features of a rights-

based framework of working with children in performance as detailed below: 

 

1. Blended methodologies from the practices and philosophies that underpin both 

Youth Arts and inclusive arts  

These creative methods include creative approaches to story-sharing, non-verbal, visual 

and kinaesthetic approaches to developing creative material and play-based enquiries, as 

well as other generative tasks as part of the creative process. 

2. Acknowledging and Addressing power imbalances 

This includes strategies for creating brave, safe and inclusive spaces for rehearsal and 

performance, strategies for diffusing knowledge amongst all collaborators. Importantly, 

commitments from adult collaborators to cede power where possible and resist the 

expert/amateur dichotomy inherent in adult-child social relations.  

3. Child-led, child-centric contexts and dramaturgies 
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Adult collaborators must be committed to practices that comprehend children’s rights and 

respect and take seriously the information children impart. Further, child-led dramaturgies 

may be in opposition to the adult-constructed values and views of what constitutes critically 

successful performance. These new forms must be embraced as part of a rights-based 

approach. The creative strategies must focus on children’s strengths and capacities rather 

than their perceived deficits or vulnerabilities, and, in doing so, provide a platform for the 

(sometimes disruptive) insertion of children’s ideas, opinions, views and visions into a range 

of contexts.  

 

Conclusion  
 

This chapter has detailed the methodological approach to this research project and provided 

some critical context and relevant key terms within the field in which it takes place. The 

chapter has also addressed a key tension within this research project, that of developing a 

rights-based approach to working with children in performance without formally co-designing 

the research with children. In the following chapter, I will examine historical and pedagogical 

models of working with children in theatre to further contextualise how a rights-based 

approach to creative practice evolves from historical and existing practices of collaborating 

with children in performance.  
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3.  Historical and Pedagogical Models of Children in Theatre  
 

This chapter seeks to examine the historical and contemporary context for the practice of 

working with children to create theatre and performance as an historical understanding of 

the role of child performers underpins any contemporary examination of children in 

contemporary performance and provides a crucial backbone to the arguments in this 

research. It sets out an important background to the evolution of creative practices that work 

with children and young people and examines how fields and ideas intersect to generate a 

range of understandings and possibilities within theatre-making with children and young 

people. I begin this chapter with an overview of the historical perspective of children in 

entertainment and theatre, with the intention of providing insight into the manner in which 

the symbolic potential of children may have functioned and how this might shape the way we 

understand children onstage today.  I will then give an account of the relevant historical 

aspects of Theatre in Education (TIE) as it pertains to children in contemporary performance 

and related elements of agency, participation and collaboration. The chapter will then 

proceed to provide a detailed account of Youth Arts practice, its pedagogical foundations and 

beginnings and the state of the contemporary practice today. Specifically, my analysis will 

examine some of the questions around how the practice of Youth Arts is valued in a 

contemporary arts climate and how the craft is shifting, evolving and responding to the 

political climate it faces. The central concern of this research permeates the analysis in this 

chapter on children in theatre and the practices that surround their inclusion and 

participation in the creative process. The chapter will also point to some key findings and 

ideas that inform the development of the rights-based approach to working with children and 

young people, including how the question of cultural agency, or lack of agency, factors into 

an ethical creative process.  

 

The historic involvement of children in the entertainment industry has been consistently 

surrounded by controversy as children have been seen in terms of their economic value1.  

Noted theatre studies scholars and historians Gillian Arrighi and Victor Emeljanow in their 

 
1 Natasha Budd, “Staging Childhoods: Experiments in Authentic theatre making with 
Children”, (PhD diss., Queensland University of Technology, 2004), 21 
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wide-ranging 2014 book Entertaining Children, chart the relationship between the often 

exploitative nature of the child as both performer and as consumer in the entertainment 

industry from the nineteenth century to contemporary times. They position the child 

performer in early nineteenth century stage drama as an historically visible site of cultural 

tension sitting somewhere between precious object and exploitable entity2. This conception 

of the child as a site of tension is a productive line of enquiry for this research which I explore 

further in Chapter Three, but which intersects with the historical and pedagogical models of 

practice I examine in this chapter. The understanding of the symbolic potential of children 

provides a way of approaching how the ideas that may be embodied, represented or situated 

within the figure of the child could potentially reveal the ruptures between adult-child 

relations in the contemporary epoch. Children in the entertainment industry, child 

performers on stage in pantomime, cabaret, film, circus, musical theatre or as part of 

performing troupes, can be understood as occupying both a symbolic and economic function 

that can be exploited or utilised by adults for a range of reasons. While children have been 

employed variously as skilled performers and ‘scenic adornment’ in a range of artistic 

practices over the decades, their function is often as a symbol of innocence or wickedness, or 

they serve as reminders of our own mortality or as placeholders for possible futures3.  

 

In contrast to children working as performers in the entertainment industry, this chapter will 

also explore the idea that theatrical outreach to young people has a long history within 

Western cultures. Sometimes theatrical outreach is positioned as part of an educational 

context, sometimes as an applied creative strategy for personal or community development, 

or even as an approach used to develop future theatre audiences and patrons. Beginning with 

the pedagogic instrumentalism of theatre in education (TIE), its transformation into Theatre 

for Young Audiences (TYA) and development into the more democratic and collaborative 

practice known as Youth Arts, these systems and institutions all underpin any approach to 

ethical creative practice with children in theatre and therefore provide a relevant contextual 

landscape to this research.  

 
2 Gillian Arrighi and Victor Emeljanow (eds), Entertaining Children: The Participation of Youth 
in the Entertainment Industry, (United States: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014),  6. 
3 Tracy C. Davis, “The Employment of Children in Theatres,” New Theatre Quarterly 2, no. 6  
(1986): 119. 
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Children and performance in the Victorian era 
 

In the mid-1800s, prior to the introduction of compulsory education, children were employed 

in a broad range of roles across the entertainment industry: in pantomimes, dramas, ballets, 

musicals, circus and cabaret acts, and in street performances4. Audiences of this era expected 

to see, and delighted in seeing, children performing in the theatre and performance troupes 

featuring children were immensely popular. During this time, audiences saw the rise of the 

famous child actor and as a British theatrical trade paper of the time noted, this was ‘an age 

of juvenile prodigies…juvenile musicians, juvenile acrobats, juvenile reciters and juvenile 

actors and actresses’5.   

 

Performance scholar Adele Senior observes a recurrent feature of this time in history, 

particularly pronounced in the Victorian era, that of the child performer playing an adult on 

stage6. Senior notes that in British theatre, children were taking adult roles in operettas such 

as HMS Pinafore and the Pirates of Penzance and that it was the ‘polish and professionalism’7 

of their performances that were drawing audiences in and argues that children playing adults 

in performance was not necessarily read as ‘impersonation’ by audiences of the era8. 

Audiences were not interested in a child actor’s ‘naïve’ or ‘childish’ impersonation as an 

indicator of a child’s otherness, but rather both adult and child audience members were 

curious about how the child performers onstage captured the conflicted understanding of 

childhood of the time: ‘as originally sinful and originally innocent and as totally other or really 

quite similar to adulthood’9. This idea speaks to the capacity of children’s symbolic and 

political potential, the way in which children represent a duality of ideas simultaneously, and 

 
4 Budd, Staging Childhoods: 26. 
5 Marah Gubar, Artful Dodgers: Reconceiving the Golden Age of Children’s Literature, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 158. 
6 Adele Senior, “Age Transvestism in Contemporary Performance,” Performance Research 23 
no. 1 (2018): 27. 
7 Marah Gubar, “Who Watched The Children’s Pinafore? Age transvestism on the nineteenth 
century stage,” Victorian Studies 54, no. 3 (2012): 415. 
8 Senior, “Age Transvestism in Contemporary Performance,” 27. 
9 Ibid, 28. 
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the potency of their image onstage. I explore how contemporary artists exploit the symbolic 

potential of children on stage further in the following chapter.  

 

To meet the demands of the audience, children were trained in the competencies required 

for performance and formal training classes for child performers began in Australia in 1880 

when popular actress Rose Edouin Lewis (1844-1925) established weekly lessons in elocution 

and stage performance at the Academy of Music in Melbourne10. As was common at the time 

in the theatre industry, Lewis also employed many of the children she trained for touring 

productions11. The work in these touring theatre companies involved long and varied hours 

and ‘the experience was often a prelude to an adult career in the theatre’12. Australian 

children in a range of commercial performance troupes travelled across the country and 

internationally, often unaccompanied by a parent and thus in the care of theatre impresarios 

or producers in the theatre industry13. These children, understood as professional 

performers, enjoyed an amount of celebrity status. For example, their image or stage  

name was regularly featured on the bills or posters promoting the performance and they were 

paid for their work. There is very little available evidence that is able to confirm whether the 

participation of children in the entertainment industry at this time had any impact on the 

child’s individual well-being or even if their work in the industry was enjoyable and fulfilling 

for them14. 

  

This was a specific period in Britain, and the British colonies, where conceptions of children 

were changing and the conditions of childhood formed an overarching preoccupation of 

Victorian and Edwardian culture. The romantic image of the child as one who is innocent and 

in need of protection emerges from this period. A romantic childhood, where one did not 

need to serve the economic interests of the family or state, was a privilege simply not 

available to all children. As scholars Arrighi and Emeljanow note  

 
10 Arrighi and Emeljanow, Entertaining Children, 9. 
11 Gillian Arrighi "The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’: Political Conflict 
between Popular Demand for Child Actors and Modernizing Cultural Policy on the 
Child." Theatre Journal 69, no. 2 (2017): 160. 
12 Davis, “The Employment of Children in the Victoria Era,” 118.  
13 Arrighi, “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,” 159. 
14 Arrighi and Emeljanow, Entertaining Children, 10. 
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The children of a middle-class élite may have enjoyed a prolonged childhood that 

extended from the cradle to adolescence, lived within the sanctity of the parental 

home and insulated from the exigencies of the street and workplace; but many 

children never knew this way of life15.   

It is important to also note that contemporary theatre scholarship argues that the theatrical 

work the children were participating in during Victorian times, including in Australia, framed 

the child actors as possessing adult levels of insight and understanding that ‘contradicted 

reformist ideas about acceptable childhood experience’16. The performances were often 

playful, bawdy and sexual in nature, and the child performer was fetishised and constructed 

around adult anxieties and concerns. Notions of childhood innocence are both enacted and 

undermined in these performances. The popular framing of children in these works, as either 

or both ‘naughty or nice’, emphasises the symbolic potential of the child as either wicked or 

innocent and demonstrates the profound ambivalence about the bourgeois ideology of 

childhood vulnerability17. Furthermore, children who were capable of either imitating adults, 

or performing feats of great skill and risk onstage would provide a fascinating juxtaposition of 

innocence and vulnerability, presenting a contrasting representation of both knowingness 

and capability for audiences18. These children embodied the compelling qualities and 

characteristics of childhood that audiences were fascinated by and they were caught in a 

culture and economy defined and directed by adult and commercial market tastes. Scholars 

of this particular period of theatre history argue that further interrogation of the child onstage 

in Victorian and Edwardian times will reveal much about social anxieties as the child actor 

became ‘a vessel for moral panic about the mistreatment of children’19. This is useful to this 

research because it suggests that concerns about ethical relations with child performers and 

the aesthetic quality of children onstage have historical precedent and that the idea of the 

child as a vessel for conveying complex ethico-political ideas is prescient.  

 

 
15 Arrighi and Emeljanow, Entertaining Children, 42. 
16 Arrighi “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,”154. 
17 Davis “The Employment of Children in the Victoria Era,” 120. 
18 Arrighi “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,” 155. 
19 Arrighi “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,” 156. 
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From the late 1880s and onwards, industrial and education reforms had been gradually 

transforming cultural attitudes to children and childhood. Arrighi argues that the long 

transition from ‘valuing children for their economic capacity to valuing them as critical to the 

future success of the market’ was underway 20. Children became subject to a range of 

legislation and policy reform that insisted on their education and protected their labour 

rights. The reforms were designed to ‘protect children, ensure their dependency, maintain 

their innocence, and enshrine their emotional worth and had, since the 1870s, been strong 

drivers of the social changes that were gradually reshaping daily life for parents and 

children’21. The middle-class ideal of childhood innocence emerges as an irresistibly dominant 

and consistent force by the mid-nineteenth century. As childhood studies scholar Robin 

Bernstein maintains, ‘sentimental culture had woven childhood and innocence together 

wholly. Childhood was then understood not as innocent but as innocence itself; not as a 

symbol of innocence but as its embodiment’22.  

The popularity of child performers throughout modern history complicates childhood studies 

scholar Carolyn Steedman’s characterisation of childhood in the nineteenth century as ‘a 

category of dependence, a term that defined certain relationships of powerlessness, 

submission, and bodily inferiority or weakness’23.  In Strange Dislocations: Childhood and the 

Idea of Human Interiority, 1780–1930 (1995), Steedman argues that ‘children on the stage 

embodied the question of how childhood was to be seen’24. She argues that children came to 

symbolise the adult’s vulnerable inner self and lost past and attributes the appeal of children 

onstage to a ‘feminised set of qualities’ that includes innocence, deformity, and 

incompetence25. Here Steedman points to a possible gendered reading of childhood as 

‘feminised’ and its subsequent association with a set of ‘deficit’ qualities attributed to the 

feminine through patriarchal structures. Literature scholar Marah Gubar takes Steedman’s 

argument further, proposing instead that nineteenth-century stage children were valued for 

 
20 Arrighi “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,” 155. 
21 Arrighi, “The Controversial ‘Case of the Opera Children in the East’,” 173. 
22 Robin Bernstein, Racial Innocence; Performing American Childhood from Slavery to Civil 
Rights (New York and London: New York University Press, 2011), 18. 
23 Carolyn Steedman Strange Dislocations: Childhood and the Idea of Human Interiority 
1780-1930, (New York: Harvard University Press, 1998), 18. 
24 Steedman, Strange Dislocations, 18. 
25 Steedman, Strange Dislocations, 17. 
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their boundary-blurring fluidity, ‘because that unfixed quality reflected how genuinely 

unsettled the question was of what young people could or could not do, how much protection 

they did or did not require’26. These destabilising notions of adult/child distinctions, along 

with insights into the political potential of child performers in recent eras provide productive 

territory for thinking about why we have seen an increased interest in the inclusion of children 

in contemporary performance; and how the child who performs, collaborates or participates 

in contemporary performance, is positioned and read in relation to the adult audience 

member. These 19th Century ideas of childhood and children onstage provide critical context 

for the 20th Century pedagogical models of children onstage which I explore further later in 

this chapter. 

The concept of children in entertainment, as performers onstage and part of an industry, is 

still a pervasive idea today. Although travelling troupes of child performers are no longer part 

of popular culture, television has of course become the medium to saturate the appetite for 

children on stage. Legal scholar Benjamin Shmueli writes about the rise of children 

appearances on reality television programs, specifically those aired during primetime and 

largely created for family or adult viewing audiences27. In his research, Shmueli identified 

three prototypes of reality programs with child participants; the first is the talent competition, 

the second is helping with childrearing practices by viewing families in real-time, and third is 

competitive challenges related to child survival when adult figures are absent. In Australia, 

the most predominant form of children in reality television is the talent competition (this is 

perhaps the oldest form of the concept with shows like New Faces appearing on Australian 

television as early as 1963), with popular programs like Masterchef and The Voice featuring 

child participant-specific seasons28. I would argue that a growing category within the talent 

quest prototype of reality television is to showcase the intelligence of a specific set of children 

in programs such as Child Genius and the Great Australian Spelling Bee. Shmueli’s research 

focuses specifically on whether there are adequate legal protections for children who appear 

 
26 Gubar, “Who watched The Children’s Pinafore,” 10. 
27 Benjamin Shmueli, “Children in Reality TV: A Comparative and International Perspective,” 
Duke Journal of Comparative and International Law 25, no. 3 (2015), 290. 
28 Shmueli, “Children in Reality TV,” 18. 
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on reality television, while scholars like Annette Hill (2005)29 have looked at the ethical 

implications and the rights of children who participate in these programs. Hill refers to the 

‘theatre of power’ that the reality television genre creates, a space, she argues which can 

illuminate how power performs in different contexts and what this might mean for ethical 

participation30. Children in reality television provide a ‘vivid representation of subjective 

agency and systemic power’, their very presence signalling familiar stereotypes of the 

exploited child and the ‘stage mom’ which juxtapose with the ability, capacity and agency that 

participation in the show often requires31.   As such, from both an ethical and legal standpoint 

there are murky and unclear areas about how participation affects children’s rights and the 

long and short-term effects on children’s psychological health and well-being. This is 

interesting (and somewhat disturbing) to note, as it would seem that the historical ideas of 

children in entertainment and their exploitative potential remain current concerns.  

This section of the chapter has looked specifically at the relationship between children and 

entertainment across the 19th Century and how this historical context intersects with some 

recent examples.  I have explored how historical understandings of children and childhood 

informed the way symbolic potential of the child onstage, and articulated the capacity of the 

image of the child to act as a vessel for social anxieties, panics and concerns. 

Pedagogical Models  

In this section of the chapter, I move on from historical models of children in theatre to 

examine the pedagogical models of performance practice relevant to this research, beginning 

with Theatre in Education (TIE). The following section will focus on the early notions of 

Theatre in Education and its distinctive relationship to the emerging practices of working 

collaboratively with children and young people to create new performance. 

Theatre in Education  

 
29 Annette Hill, Reality TV: Audiences and Popular Factual Television, (London and New York: 
Routledge 2005), 108-110.  
30 Ibid, 133. 
31 Ibid.  
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Traditionally understood as a creative process that uses drama to enhance and support 

classroom and curriculum-based learning, Theatre in Education (TIE) has its roots in the UK 

education system, but eventually moved onto broader contexts across the globe, including in 

Europe, America and Australia32. Performance scholars Mary Ann Hunter and Geoffrey Milne 

have argued that the origins of the practice of TIE can be connected to the growth of 

contemporary political theatre and post-dramatic theatre practice33. TIE inspired a wide range 

of participatory and collaborative theatre models with children and young people, designed 

to encourage and empower them to make their own choices and investigate things for 

themselves34. TIE’s original basic model involves trained actors going to schools and working 

in halls or classrooms, with either a scripted work (usually ‘issues-based’) or less often a 

participatory, devised work (also ‘issues-based’) and leaving teachers with resource packs to 

follow up the performance event with learning activities over the following week35. Whilst 

this model has evolved since its genesis in the 1960s and 1970s in Britain, there are still many 

theatre companies in Australia and the UK who continue this practice and the relative value 

of TIE is recognised by continued government investment in and primary and secondary 

education curriculum inclusion for this kind of school-based theatre programs.  

British-born TIE had a major impact on the growth of professional theatre for young audiences 

in Australia in the 1960s and 1970s, with expatriate artists Barbara Manning, David Young and 

Roger Chapman leading the establishment of TIE-devoted companies in Australia such as 

Salamanca, Arena, Toe Truck and Magpie36. Companies such as Jigsaw Theatre in Canberra, 

under the directorship of Carol Woodrow, evolved participatory educational drama and 

theatre programs which were influenced by Process Drama, a dominant form of Drama in 

Education, developed from the work of Dorothy Heathcote and Gavin Bolton in British 

classrooms during the 1960s and 1970s37. Process Drama was ostensibly a highly participatory 

 
32 Pamela Bowell and Brian Heap, “Drama on the Run: A Prelude to Mapping the Practice of 
Process Drama”, The Journal of Aesthetic Education 39, no. 4, (2005): 22. 
33 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance in Australia,” 4. 
34 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance in Australia,” 8. 
35 Bowell and Heap “Drama on the Run,” 69. 
36 Lenine Burke and Mary Ann Hunter, “Not Just an Audience: Young People Transforming 
Our Theatre”, Platform Paper, 26 (Sydney: Currency Press 2011): 23. 
37 Burke and Hunter, “Not Just an Audience,” 24. 
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form of improvised theatre whereby both teacher and student improvise possible responses 

to problems and issues with the aim of a pedagogical outcome38.  

 

Drama Educators and scholars Pamela Bowell and Brian Heap write that: 

 

Process drama is a potent means by which perception and expression may be 

heightened. It provides a framework for the exploration of ideas and feelings. Through 

the unique, quintessentially dramatic process of enactment, learners develop as artists 

and, through this, refine a means by which they come to know more about themselves 

and learn more about the world around them. As such, process drama demonstrates 

itself as a genre of theatre in which the human need and desire to make symbolic 

representations of life experiences, explore them, and comment upon them are 

central39. 

 

Many Australian TIE companies adopted the methodology of Process Drama and it remains 

an influential practice across Australia today40. Practitioners and scholars Lenine Burke and 

Mary Ann Hunter argue that this methodology could be understood as an important 

predecessor and had a major impact on the development of youth and community theatre in 

Australia41.   

As Burke and Hunter articulated in their 2011 Platform Paper about the contemporary period 

between 2006-2011 in Australian theatre for young people ‘. . . the interconnections between 

progressivist education, community development and a “democratizing theatre” were cast’42. 

Put simply, the idea of a child-centred performance specifically targeted for schools was 

becoming extremely popular and therefore became a more commercial venture, either as an 

income stream for a theatre company or only requiring a small government subsidy in order 

to be a sustainable business model.  For example, Class Act Theatre is one of the biggest 

 
38 Bowell and Heap, “Drama on the Run,” 61. 
39 Bowell and Heap, “Drama on the Run,” 63. 
40 Burke and Hunter, “Not Just an Audience,” 23. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid, 24. 
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commercial TIE companies operating in Western Australia, Melbourne and Sydney today. 

They currently have a number of works in the repertoire listed on their website that are 

available to tour to schools, including Bully Busters and Anzac G’day. These works are 

designed specifically to connect with school syllabus and enhance classroom teaching 

practice43.  

Burke and Hunter’s research indicates that historically TIE is more the product of the educator 

and social worker than the artist, more a social and educational endeavour than an artistic 

pursuit. However, TIE and Drama-in-Education remain the dominant theatrical forms 

available to younger children in Australia. For many Australia children, TIE or a touring school-

based work may be the only exposure to theatre that they have as a child. As Burke and 

Hunter state: 

Prior to the 1990s, young people were most often represented as ‘in deficit’ in state 

and national cultural policies and strategies. Children and young people were mostly 

cast as empty vessels, lacking exposure to the arts, and needing an education44.   

By the mid 90s youth theatre companies were transitioning to contemporary performance 

practices as the sector firmly entrenched itself as a branch of the theatre industry45. The 

educational and social value of the theatre product gave way to aesthetic concerns and ideas 

of participation and engagement, and these echoed the critical ideas that were reflected 

across contemporary theatre practice.  

In 1990, Australia ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child and 

became a signatory to the agreement that enshrined children’s rights to cultural participation, 

agency and play amongst a suite of other rights. This period provides an important contextual 

shift to how the discourse around children and the arts begins to change and how the 

practices evolve and shift too. One way to analyse this is through tracing the relationship 

 
43 Class Act Theatre: Bringing Theatre and TIE to Australia,” Class Act Theatre in Education, 
last accessed September 2019. https://www.classact.com.au.  
44 Burke and Hunter, “Not Just an Audience,” 27. 
45 Hunter and Milne “Young People and Performance,” 10. 
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between Youth Arts practice and the idea of children as cultural and civic agents which is the 

focus of the next section. 

Youth Arts Practice and Theatre for Young Audiences  
 

Building on understandings of historical models of children in theatre and the pedagogical 

frames of TIE from previous sections, this section of the chapter outlines the inception of 

Youth Arts practice in Australia and details the shift toward democratisation within the 

practice, that is characterised by an increasing acceptance of children and young people’s 

capacities as cultural agents, and creative collaborators. While the analysis does not represent 

a complete and comprehensive survey of the field, it makes a significant contribution to an 

often marginalised or misunderstood creative practice. Further, it highlights key social and 

aesthetic discourses that are critical in my own practice, and the practice of the artists in each 

of the case studies in this research.  

 

It is impossible to truly understand the Youth Arts sector in Australia without also looking at 

the Theatre for Young Audiences (or TYA) sector also. The practices and the practitioners 

working within these two groups are interlinked and are greatly affected by the prevailing 

discourses on childhood, agency and democracy that circulate around them. Therefore, in this 

section, I consider both the Theatre for Young Audiences and Youth Arts sectors in parallel 

and I note other scholars and practitioners such as Australian artist Sue Giles and Natasha 

Budd have also considered this the best way forward46.  

Background 

In 1928, social theorist and philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote a ‘Program of a Proletarian 

Children’s Theatre’ in which he echoed Marxist ideologies and called for a new consciousness 

of the nexus of work, art and politics. Benjamin advocated for ‘a theatre that addresses the 

concerns of the majority of children–who, then as now, are poor and disadvantaged–which 

fuses play and reality and allows children to become more conscious of how they explore the 

 
46 Sue Giles, “Young People and the Arts: An Agenda for Change”, Platform Paper 54, 
(Currency Press: Sydney 2018) and Budd, Staging Childhoods, 2014 
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forces that act upon them’.47  Benjamin’s perspective marks a significant shift in how the 

cultural rights of children were understood as new philosophical and cultural discourses 

started to shape European society. The theatre Benjamin refers to here shapes the early 

thinking and forms of Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA).  These values Benjamin espouses, 

of building an awareness in children of how forces act upon them, are also values reflected in 

early Human Rights discourses. These notions were a critical part of the emergence of the TYA 

sector that saw children’s voices and ideas harnessed as critical parts of the aesthetic and 

dramaturgical frameworks of performances created both by and for children.  

As Hunter and Milne detail in their important 2005 essay on Youth Arts practices in Australia 

and New Zealand, Youth Arts in Australia predominantly developed as a response to British 

educational theatre models (theatre-in-education or TIE) whereby the aims were to provide 

children with an aesthetic and educational experience connected to classroom practice and 

curriculum48. Through companies such as Salamanca in Hobart and Magpie Theatre in 

Adelaide in the late 1970s and early 1980s, quality schools-touring work in Australia gradually 

emerged, with a focus on issues-based, contemporary performance. Eventually what 

developed from this period is was what is commonly understood as a ‘writers theatre’ 

approach, where a playwright is engaged to develop a script that is realised by extensive 

research into youth experiences, or is developed through a workshop model with young 

people themselves49. This approach places this work somewhere between a standard 

professional theatre model and an education model. Its inception seeded early ideas of 

participatory practice that positioned young people as valuable co-collaborators with 

significant expertise in the matters that affect them. As Hunter and Milne articulate:  

 

In or out of school, young people were being valued as aesthetically curious and 

innovative adventurers and discoverers of new ways of knowing the world50.  

         

 
47 Walter Benjamin in Jack Zipes, “Political Children’s Theater in the Age of Globilization,” 
Theater 33, no. 2 (2003): 19.  
48 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance,” 3 
49 ibid 
50 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance,” 5.  
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This discernible shift in the perception of young people as artists and critics in their own rights 

saw companies such as Arena Theatre in Melbourne and Patch Theatre in Adelaide (and many 

others across Australia) start deliberately seeking the active involvement of young people in 

the creation and evaluation of their work. Young people were on programming or curatorial 

committees, generative workshops for show content were taking place in schools, weekend 

workshops with children were used to determine possible themes for exploration and child 

reviewers were publishing responses to work. Importantly, the work itself that was being 

created within this paradigm was crossing genres and forms, with specific dance, circus and 

puppetry companies all making work exclusively for and with children and young people51. 

These companies and their associated practices were all under the umbrella of Theatre for 

Young People (or TYP) and they were making a significant contribution to the Australian 

performing arts sector as was recognised by the 2010 Australia Council report More than 

Bums on Seats which investigated Australians participation in the arts. This report found that 

young people (15-24 year olds) were more likely to have creatively participated in all major 

art forms than those over 25 years. This was significant because it spoke to the demand for 

opportunities to participate as both audiences and artists for this age group and recognised 

that: 

 

Both creative and receptive arts participation levels among the younger cohort 

appeared to be on the rise, with this group more likely than the rest to say their 

involvement in the arts had increased in the last year. With a higher concentration of 

internet users, young people were engaging with the arts in new and evolving ways52. 

 

This analysis highlights the democratisation of artistic practice afforded by technological 

advancement. As young people’s access to technologies that allow them to design, produce 

and distribute the art they are making, and with the addition of accessing the work of other 

artists’, Youth Arts practices have begun to adapt their models of participation to 

 
51 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance,” 6. 
52 Australia Council for the Arts, More Than Bums on Seats: Australian Participation in the 
Arts  (Sydney: instinct and reason 2010): 42. 
https://www.australiacouncil.gov.au/workspace/uploads/files/research/full_report_more_t
han_bums_on_-54325919b74d6.pdf.  
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accommodate these new forms of cultural expression.  Over the decades, TYP artists and 

theorists, in the UK and Australia have engaged in an ongoing discourse that recognised the 

historical exploitation and limiting representations of children and young people in the 

theatre and child performers onstage53. Resisting the mainstream model, which would 

position work for young audiences inside an Education Arm of their programs, rather than 

as part of any main season, these artists began to make work that has ‘successfully shifted 

dominant opinion within the field toward an ethos of empowerment and agency of young 

people’54. This growing awareness with regard to children and young people’s right to 

cultural agency, shifts authorship of theatrical works into the hands of young people, and 

works to provide a platform for the voice of children and young people in the theatrical 

landscape. This is demonstrated by the significance of Arena Theatre company’s trailblazing, 

interactive work about the phenomenon of motocross sport, Play Dirty55. This work was 

programmed inside an empty Docklands shed as part of the 2002 Melbourne International 

Arts Festival marking a specific moment in the sector where young people were at the fore 

of cultural expression. Its inclusion in the festival program demonstrated that work that 

included the interests of young people should and could be part of any mainstream 

programming consideration. In their 2014 essay, Education and the Arts: Creativity in the 

Promised New Order, arts educators, practitioners and scholars Meg Upton and Naomi 

Edwards offer a comprehensive survey of the state of theatre for young audiences in 

mainstream contexts in Australia. In the essay, they point to the frequent marginalisation 

faced by education programs within arts institutions and urge breaking through the 

gatekeepers – the teachers, parents, and policy-makers, and the producers and curators – 

who decide what young people can see and study. 

 

We must learn to trust young people’s capacity to confront challenging material, to 

be able to position themselves in relation to it and find a response if a safe and 

supported environment is provided. It is here that education programs provide critical 

 
53 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance,” 26 
54 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 62 
55 Play Dirty, Arena Theatre Company, Docklands Shed 6, Melbourne International Arts 
Festival, 2002. 
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points of intersection. It is time the various curriculum authorities looked to industry 

as equal partners in learning56. 

 

This statement provides a useful perspective into how constructions of childhood circulate 

around adult understandings of what theatre is and is not appropriate or children and young 

people. I argue that a rights-based approach to working with children and young people might 

alter dominant power relations, and here Edwards and Upton are referring to the adult 

arbitration of what children should and should not be exposed to. Implicit in this idea of the 

‘gatekeeper’ is the notion of children’s vulnerability. A rights-based approach takes up 

Edwards and Upton’s call to both trust young people and their capacity, and to provide a 

space in which it is possible to take risks.  

 

As this growing interest in a child’s cultural agency and capacity develops, in an intersecting 

and related field, companies such as Shopfront Youth Arts and Australian Theatre for Young 

People (Sydney) and St Martins Youth Arts Centre (Melbourne) were making new 

performance work under the participatory and democratic model of Youth Arts practice. 

Although they exist outside of the formal education system, these creation models were 

influenced by educational pedagogies that valued child-centred approaches and were 

informed by the highly valued concept of a child’s independent and unique voice. 

 

Childhood studies scholar Gaile Cannella argues that child-centred pedagogy, as an ideology, 

is difficult to challenge because it draws on progressive values, such as democracy and 

individual freedom57. Cannella argues that the terminology within the practice evokes a sense 

of ‘goodness’ and is deeply embedded in current early childhood teaching practices. In Youth 

Arts across the ‘80s and ‘90s and into the ‘00s, performance work was being created though 

a range of collaborative models that aimed to render the adult artist and their dramaturgical 

choices ‘invisible’; instead the artist was positioned more as a facilitator of child experience 

 
56 Naomi Edwards and Meg Upton, “Education and the Arts: Creativity in the Promised New 
Order,” Platform Paper 41, (Sydney: Currency Press 2014), 9. 
57 Gaile Cannella, Deconstructing Early Childhood Education: Social Justice and Revolution, 
(New York; P.Lang, 1997), 18. 
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than a creative decision-maker 58. This positioning of the adult artist as ‘invisible’ speaks to 

the ceding of modes of power that an adult artist must acknowledge in a collaboration with 

a child, and which the rights-based approach works to address.  

 

In response to the growing field of both TYP and YA, the Association for Young People and 

Performance in Australia (AYPAA) was created to support both independent practitioners and 

companies. The Australia Council for the Arts created a specific Youth Arts arm of government 

investment. Additionally, Lowdown59, a national magazine documenting work and practice 

within the field, was established and run out of Carclew60, a dedicated centre for Youth Arts 

practice in Adelaide.61  These organisations and institutions attest to the growth of the field, 

and its associated cultural value and import across the 80s, 90s and 00s. However, after 30 

years of activity, Lowdown magazine officially ceased operation in 2011 and YPAA (which was 

born from AYPAA, standing for Young People and the Arts Australia) was defunded by the 

Australia Council in 2012 after many years of service to the sector. The impact of the closure 

of both Lowdown and YPAA continues to reverberate through the sector, most notably 

meaning that professional development, advocacy and sector development opportunities for 

artists working in Theatre for Young Audiences and Youth Theatre have radically diminished. 

At the 2019 sector gathering in Melbourne called Converge, run by Theatre Network Australia, 

I noted in my keynote address that this was the first opportunity for practitioners working 

across TYA and Youth Arts in quite some time62, and my research subsequent to making this 

statement suggests that the last sector gathering was run by  YPAA in 2011.    

 

Youth Arts practice has been enormously influenced by a range of research within the arts, 

education and health paradigms. There is strong evidence linking participation in arts and 

cultural activities with an enhanced sense of social and emotional well-being, transformed 

understandings of participants’ capacity for influence on the world around them and strong 

 
58 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 62. 
59 The archive for the now defunct Lowdown magazine can be found here: “The Lowdown 
Archive,” Carclew, last accessed November 2019. https://carclew.com.au/lowdown. 
60 “About Us,” Carclew, last accessed November, 2019. https://carclew.com.au/About-Us.  
61 Hunter and Milne, “Young People and Performance,” 12. 
62 You can see the video of my Converge keynote address here: 
https://www.tna.org.au/documentation-converge-2019/. Last accessed December 2019.  
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education outcomes63. In her 2016 essay, Youth agency and adult influence: A critical revision 

of little publics, scholar Anna Hickey-Moody describes the dominant cultural presumptions 

that ‘the arts are good for young people, that they mobilise youth-at-risk for their own 

betterment and the good of society as a whole’64. These precepts are reflected in many Youth 

Arts practices and Hickey-Moody argues that, in the case of arts practices for children and 

young people run by adults, that audiences, funding bodies and industry supporting the 

practice are often ‘invested in “the power of the arts” to better society through including 

marginalized young people in “mainstream” culture and “adding value” to young people as 

social commodities’65.  Here, Hickey-Moody highlights the idea that historically, and within an 

Australian context, Youth Arts practice has been largely instrumentalised; and cultural policy 

is mostly centred on the value of participation in terms of its social utility. Until very recently, 

provision of funded Youth Arts experiences was largely based on principles of participation, 

with Youth Arts companies seen as ‘providers’ of participation experiences, or responsible for 

teaching specific skills sets which reinforce dominant understandings of mainstream theatre 

production. One way to consider this is through what academic Claire Bishop has referred to 

as the ‘Social Turn’: ‘a surge of interest in participation and collaboration that has taken place 

since the early 1990s in a multitude of global locations’. This can also be understood as 

influencing ideas around engagement and participation that are hallmarks of contemporary 

Youth Arts discourse in both practical and policy terms.66 In contrast to the long-held values 

of Youth Arts in regard to creative democratisation, Bishop laments that the social turn meant 

a prioritising of the artistic process over the cultural product and challenges the demise of 

 
63 For example, between 2002-2005, a cross-disciplinary Victorian research project called 
Risky Business investigated the creative arts as an intervention strategy for at-risk youth. 
Researchers Donelan and O’Brien found that young people who participated in Youth Arts 
programs experienced a range of positive benefits, including increased self-esteem, artistic 
and communication skills development, a sense of achievement and well-being, community 
connectedness and social inclusion, as well as pure enjoyment. Creative Interventions for 
Marginalised Youth: The Risky Business Project (City East, Queensland: Drama Australia 
2008). 
64 Anna Hickey-Moody, “Youth Agency and adult influence: A Critical Revision of little 
publics”, Review of Education, Pedagogy and Critical Studies 38, no. 1 (2016): 61. 
65 Hickey-Moody, “Youth Agency and Adult Influence,” 62. 
66 Claire Bishop, “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents,” Art Forum (Feb 2006): 
18. 
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what she sees as the artistic authority, which has been ‘sacrificed at the altar of democracy’67. 

Hickey-Moody problematises the notion that youth arts performances create spaces in which 

the voice of children and young people can be heard by suggesting that there are a range of 

‘authorial assemblages’ that influence and shape the way the voice of young people is 

experienced or witnessed68. It follows then, that it is important to consider the agency which 

young people are afforded in the practice of collaboration with adult professional artist/s and 

how the power differential inherent in the collaboration is dismantled to enable an equitable 

participation and creative decision-making process.  

 

It is important to note that this tension between instrumentality and aesthetics sits right at 

the centre of Youth Arts and Theatre for Young Audience practices, and practitioners in this 

sector are regularly confronted with these two sometimes impossible to reconcile ideals. For 

example,  the negotiation of the competing needs of stakeholders69 to both be ‘artistically 

excellent’ and ‘demonstrate their public value’ is clearly in tension through reporting and 

acquittal processes whereby Youth Arts companies are required to provide quantitative and 

qualitative data that speaks to ideas of ‘aesthetic excellence’ and ‘participation excellence’, 

two practices which may not directly align70. I expand on these tensions in my analysis of the 

case study of Fraught Outfit in Chapter Four.    

 

Youth arts practice and the cultural agency of young people 
 

In an interview with online Australian performing arts industry network ArtsHub in 2013, I 

was asked about the growing trend of work created for adult audiences that featured young 

people onstage. In this article, the author Richard Watts refers to the ‘worthy but 

unprofessional’ tag that has formed a significant part of the perception of Youth Arts practice 

in Australia and that theatre practitioner and scholar Natasha Budd cites as the catalyst for 

 
67 Bishop, “The Social Turn”, 86 
68 Hickey-Moody, “Youth Agency and Adult Influence”, 65. 
 
70 I make this comment in light of the March 2020 Australia Council announcement of four 
year funding for small to medium companies which saw two major Victorian players, 
Polyglot Theatre and St Martins Youth Arts Centre defunded. It is possible to argue that it is 
this very tension to line up their work against the competing tensions of instrumentality and 
aesthetic excellence that undoes them under peer scrutiny processes.   
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her examination of practice and authenticity in her seminal thesis work (2014). In the article 

I state that I think Youth Arts is: 

 

coming out of a wilderness of misunderstanding at the moment. It’s a practice that’s 

permeated by conceptions of amateur, disorganised, unprofessional theatre – exactly the 

same assumptions that people have about Fringe – and in some ways that word 

‘emerging’ has started a process of transformation, to become a kind of positive 

attribution and be seen as work that is professional, work that is excellent. I still think we 

are absolutely battling the misconceptions of youth theatre, but what is interesting is that 

audiences, in particular Melbourne audiences, have developed a relationship through 

Melbourne Festival with the idea that children can make work for adult audiences, and 

that that work can be absolutely excellent and critically rigorous71. 

 

Five years later, the particular prejudices and challenges the practice of Youth Arts faces 

across the industry are more widely acknowledged. Sue Giles’ 2018 Platform Paper A Review 

of Young People and the Arts: An Agenda for Change articulates recent developments in 

theatre-making by and for young people and children72. Her survey encompasses the broad 

range of practices within this field, including Youth Arts, theatre for young audiences and 

work made by professional contemporary artists with children and young people for adult 

audiences.   

 

Giles claims that a critical mass for TYA and YA is developing, as the work of the sector garners 

recognition and support from producers, programmers and funders. However, she also notes 

that a recent Australia Council for the Arts report found that the number of Australians who 

think that art and cultural experiences benefit a child’s development is declining73. She 

 
71 Sarah Austin in Richard Watts, “Turning the Table on Youth Theatre” ArtsHub. Last 
accessed October 2019. https://performing.artshub.com.au/news-article/news/performing-
arts/richard-watts/turning-the-tables-youth-theatre-for-adult-audiences-197207.  
72 During her seventeen years as Artistic Director and CEO of Polyglot Theatre, Sue Giles has 
led significant shifts in Polyglot’s creative practice. As Vice-President of the global peak body 
for theatre with, by and for children, ASSITEJ, she has been a remarkable advocate for young 
audiences. 
73 Giles, “A Review of Young People and the Arts,” 32. 
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describes recent government policies that focus on STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering 

and Maths) subjects in the school curriculum and within education policy. The TYA and YA 

sector have participated in recent campaigns to change this acronym to STEAM, the ‘A’ 

reflecting the importance of the arts in a child’s development. Giles is concerned about the 

invisibility of the TYA sector to the broader theatre community, arguing that it is easy to forget 

that the sector is part of the broader industry. She analyses prevalent concepts of value and 

excellence within the performing arts and suggests that the exclusion of TYA in broader 

cultural discourses is to the long-term detriment of the sector. Giles discusses children and 

the place they occupy in society and argues that this is central to considerations of how power 

operates to define questions of value in TYA and YA. She argues that dominant ideas about 

modern childhood-that children are vulnerable and need protection-are relatively recent 

post-industrial, Western constructs74.  

 

If we judge a country by the way it treats its children, how does Australia stand up?  

There are increasing gaps that deny children safety, health, education and culture; 

conservative economic ideology has whittled away at the services that a wealthy 

country should be providing for children and their families75.  

 

Here, Giles identifies a prevailing inconsistency between the idea we have of children’s role 

in our society and the reality of their lived experiences. She asserts that we value the idea of 

children’s freedom and cultural expression, but in a life dominated by the two realms of play 

or school, actual opportunities for children’s cultural involvement are scarce.   

 

In my observation a society’s commitment to the care and status of the child has a 

ripple effect through the whole fabric. Asserting young people’s wellbeing as a way of 

ensuring economic and social stability means that they will not have a place in the 

 
74 Giles, “A Review of Young People and the Arts,” 33-34. 
75 Giles, “A Review of Young People and the Arts,” 35. 
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conversation until they are adults: inclusion at a real level with the potential for 

legitimate connection and meaningful citizenship76. 

 

Giles discusses how recent thinking about the cultural citizenship and agency of children has 

led to innovations in content and form in TYA practice. Traditional happy endings are no 

longer de rigeur and young audiences are increasingly invited to participate in a way that 

shapes the work rather than just respond to it. Concepts of the cultural agency of children 

and young people have been creatively adopted by practitioners through a variety of 

performance works, and importantly artists have considered the adult in the audience as 

much as the child. The work of Canada’s performance company Mammalian Diving Reflex 

such as Haircuts by Children77, Australian artists Ben Landau and Alex Walker in The Children’s 

Party78 and Jess Wilson’s I See You Like This79, reflect the wealth of artists and companies who 

appeal to adults in the audience as what Giles terms ‘theatrical allies’, thereby ensuring that 

the performance embraces both child and adult80. Giles idea here of ‘theatrical allies’ in the 

audience relationship between child and adult is useful for this research as it has capacity to 

extend to encompass the relationship between adult artist and child artist that is the focus of 

this enquiry.  

 
Within contemporary theatre and Youth Arts practice there is a growing body of work which 

concerns itself with altering social ontologies and changing the terms of social engagement81. 

Hickey-Moody might refer to this work as creating ‘counterpublics’; and this praxis is political 

and interventionist, it tends to centralise children in the process and invert the power 

 
76 https://performing.artshub.com.au/news-article/news/performing-arts/richard-
watts/turning-the-tables-youth-theatre-for-adult-audiences-197207. Last accessed 
November 2019 
77 “Haircuts by Children”, Mammalian Diving Reflex, last accessed November 2019. 
https://mammalian.ca/projects/haircuts-by-children/.  
78 “The Children’s Party” Ben Landau, Alex Walker and House of Muchness, last accessed 
November 2019. https://www.benlandau.com/the-childrens-party/. November 2019 
79 “I See You Like This” Jessica Wilson, last accessed November 2019. 
http://jessicawilson.com.au/iseeyoulikethis/..  
80 Giles, “A Review of Young People and The Arts,” 46. 
81 See work like St Martins Youth Arts Centre’s Soundtracks 
https://stmartinsyouth.com.au/project/soundtracks and Ben Landau and Alex Walker’s The 
Children’s Party https://www.artshouse.com.au/events/the-childrens-party/ for some 
examples of this kind of performance work with children. Last accessed December 2019.  
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differential that usually positions children and young people on the discursive margins. 

Hickey-Moody suggests that: 

 

Through creating performances that articulate young people’s voice in social contexts, 

youth arts make some little public spheres of resistance (“counterpublics”), but many 

little publics are moderately mainstream performances of civic investment82. 

Probably the best example of this kind of work, is the output of prolific Canadian performance 

company Mammalian Diving Reflex, who make intergenerational and international work that 

can often be seen at International Arts Festivals across the world83. Artistic Director Darren 

O’Donnell describes the work he creates with children and young people as activist 

‘entertainment’ and he positions children as full collaborators within his work with active 

input at all stages. When designing a project, O’Donnell is mindful of creating performance 

spectacles that ‘offer agency, involve an inversion of hierarchies, atypical encounters and use 

of public/private space and a questioning of social assumptions or imperatives’84.  Best known 

for his acclaimed Haircuts by Children which has toured internationally and involves children 

as performers and facilitators (literally cutting the hair of adult participants), in much of 

O’Donnell’s work the presence of the child unmediated by adult control forces the adult to 

respond as, O’Donnell has put it, as either an authoritarian or an anarchist85. This invites 

scrutiny of the limited subject positions available to us when children have agency and works 

as an intervention to the dominant social contract between adults and children. This notion 

of limited subject positions is an important concept for this research as it speaks to the 

complexities of developing a rights-based framework for collaborating with children in 

performance and the social contract that this framework must navigate in order to address 

the power imbalances inherent in the adult-child relationship.  

 
82  Hickey-Moody, ‘Youth Agency and Adult Influence,” 60. 
83 https://mammalian.ca. Last accessed November 2019 
84 Darren O’Donnell, Haircuts by Children and Other Evidence for a New Social Contract, 
(Ontario: Couch House Books, 2018),  4. 
85 Darren O’Donnell, “Darrren O’Donnel: Reflections on Eating the Street with Children,” 
Push: International Performing Arts Festival, December 29, 2011. Last accessed November 
2019. https://pushfestival.ca/darren-odonnell-reflections-on-eating-the-street-with-
children/.  
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The work of Mammalian Diving Reflex and Haircuts by Children, Jess Wilson and I See You Like 

This Ben Landau and Alex Walker’s The Children’s Party addresses both adult and child 

audience members, and, through shifting and disrupting established power relations, 

subverts the social contract between child and adult. These works are designed to engage 

children’s voices in a socio-political discourse and reveal how performance practices can 

foreground the cultural agency of children and intervene in dominant adult child social codes, 

thus shaping the aesthetic and dramaturgical concerns of such performance work. These 

examples support the positioning of cultural agency for children, they demonstrate the 

possibilities of championing this idea and the disruptive potential of a rights-based approach 

to creative practice with children.   

Conclusion 
 

Throughout the mid- twentieth century (and for a significant period prior) the cultural norm 

for children was one of subjugation and constraint, at times, exploitation86.  Dominant 

thinking positioned children as ‘seen and not heard’ and required them to submit to the wills 

of adults for fear of possible physical harm. As a consequence, children’s ideas, perspectives 

and experiences had no legitimate space in public discourse, nor in the realm of cultural 

production and the theatre87. Children were understood as the ‘property’ of adults, 

specifically the adults who cared for them and these ideas of ‘ownership’ of children have 

consequences for how they were perceived in terms of their economic value, and through the 

lens of industrialisation. The suppressive treatment of children was successfully challenged 

post-World War II when a new set of values around empowerment and civic engagement 

were established and eventually the notion of Human Rights, including those of children, 

emerged88. Subsequently, new kinds of legislation protected the way children were employed 

in the entertainment industry and these legal frameworks, as well as the developing moral 

code of Human Rights, meant significant shifts for the role of children on stage. For example, 

in 2019, in main stage Broadway contexts, both the musical School of Rock and in Harry Potter 

and the Cursed Child feature casts of children performing major roles. These engagements of 

 
86 Erica Burman, Developments: Child, Image, Nation (London: Routledge, 2008), 8-9. 
87 Davis, “The Employment of Children in Theatres,” 117. 
88 Shauna Vey, Childhood and Nineteenth Century American Theatre: The Work of the Marsh 
Troupe of Juvenile Actors, (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press 2011), 8. 



 62 

children will be heavily regulated by a range of legislative frameworks designed to protect 

them from harm and ensure their well-being throughout the performance season, including 

the employment of an associate director with specific expertise in Youth Arts and Theatre for 

Young Audiences. Given the ethical consideration that now goes into the conditions in which 

a child is employed as a performer onstage, it seems unbalanced that the same scrutiny isn’t 

given to the creative process. The assumption that a creative process that may be suitable for 

adult performers can be applied to child performers ad hoc is simplistic, ableist and fails to 

consider the elasticity required for adult frameworks to include and accommodate child 

performers and their cultural agency. My research addresses this gap in thinking from the 

perspective of creative practice.   

 

Further, my research also argues that over the last decade it is possible to map a series of 

distinctively different creative processes in Youth Arts which start to shift away from the 

principles of participation/engagement and its positive benefits to young people and children, 

and in particular marginalized or at-risk young people, toward a much more political field of 

disruption, subversion and intervention and I would note particularly the work of Melbourne 

companies Western Edge Youth Arts and Outer Urban Projects over the last two years as an 

example. This research considers too an emerging aesthetic that inserts the voice and 

perspective of the child into a taxonomy in which it is not normally seen or heard.  These 

practices are a collaboration between adult professional artists and position children as 

artistic collaborators in their own right which is a departure from traditional notions of 

mentorship, stewardship, pedagogy and guidance that have long been key planks of Youth 

Arts practice. It is possible to trace the rise of these practices within Youth Arts, to the demise 

of traditional Youth Arts companies. This demise is clearly articulated in tweet from Fraser 

Corfield, the Artistic Director of Australian Theatre for Young People in Sydney, (from his 

account) in December 2016: 

 

In 2007, there were 21 federally funded youth theatre companies in Australia. By 

2016, and in line with cuts to the arts across all sectors from a conservative 

government, this number had been drastically and devastatingly reduced to four.  
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A a tension now exists in which large segments of the artistic and education communities 

recognise children’s abilities and right to civic engagement while at the same time accepting 

their need for adult guidance and protection. As a result of this, traditional models of TYA and 

YA are being reimagined by innovative work from companies and independent artists within 

the sector and these models encourage young people to engage in social discourse through 

artistic expression; they emphasise access, participation and empowerment. Whilst these 

values are all part of a rights-based approach to working with children in theatre, and an ethos 

of empowerment which is where my research makes its contribution to the field, they may 

not in fact be values that underpin arts investment from government and other stakeholders. 

This may go some way to explaining the massive cut in funding that the TYA and YA sectors 

have faced, and will continue to face, which Corfield’s comment above speaks to89.  

 
89 This article speaks further to practitioners concerns about the defunding in the sector. 
https://www.smh.com.au/culture/theatre/arts-leaders-warn-of-australian-youth-theatre-s-
steady-demise-20200417-p54ks0.html 
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4. The Symbolic Child and Children in Contemporary Theatre for 
Adult Audiences 

 

Adele Senior argues that ‘…children in the theatrical environment have the potential to 

participate or affect action that has political significance by demonstrating the importance of 

the embodied aspects and the ethical quality of their relationship to us as both spectators 

and adults’1. This embodied relationship between adult and child is central to my thinking in 

this research. From a practice perceptive, understanding the ethical implications of the work 

I create with children and what agency means in practice is critical in developing an 

understanding of the political significance of these identities in performance and framing a 

rights-based approach to working with children in contemporary performance.  

 

This chapter will build on initial ideas about the political potential of children in performance 

set up in the previous chapter by analysing the relationship between contemporary 

performance and the symbolic image of the child. Firstly, I will begin by providing an 

understanding of how artists are using children and childhood as an aesthetic material in 

contemporary performance for adult audiences and look at some specific performance works 

that demonstrate this tendency, including Melbourne theatre company THE RABBLE’s work 

Lone (2018). I will then examine work that strategically positions a relationship between 

children and ideas of their agency and authenticity to expose dominant attitudes toward 

children and childhood. Finally, I will give an account of a performance work that exploits the 

relationship between children and vulnerability in order to consider the philosophical and 

ethical questions about childhood that this work raises and what it might indicate about the 

possibilities of a rights-based approach to performance.   

 

Further to the evolving context of inclusive and youth arts practices detailed in the previous 

chapter, in the last decade across Europe, the UK and Australia it is possible to trace a rapidly 

growing trend of professional contemporary performance-makers creating work for adult 

audiences that features children onstage.  This work has been made by highly regarded 

 
1 Senior, “Beginners On Stage,” 76 
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contemporary theatre directors and performance-makers2 who may work with children or 

youth arts organisations but who do not directly identify as youth arts specialists or 

practitioners. Whilst there is nothing new about children in performance or children onstage 

(as the previous chapter details), this work, which is very often critically acclaimed, can be 

understood in terms of what performance scholars Ulrike Garde and Meg Mumford have 

termed ‘Theatre of Real People’ (2015) or Claire Bishop’s idea of the ‘Social Turn’ (2006). This 

is a reference to its explicit use of children’s lived experiences, children themselves as an 

aesthetic material and the interplay in these works between the ‘authentic’ voice of the child 

and the performance. Garde and Mumford suggest that the contemporary performance 

mode they term ‘Theatre of Real People’ offers diverse encounters with everyday people 

instead of trained actors and might invite fresh ways of perceiving unfamiliar people by 

challenging normative modes of encountering people3. These ideas are made visible in all the 

works I refer to in this chapter, specifically contemporary performance works featuring 

children on stage, in which it possible to argue that the children are performing a paradoxical 

version of themselves on stage and thus troubling notions of authenticity and the real.  

Childhood is a concept which has been articulated and defined by artists, social 

commentators and theorists throughout history. The understanding that childhood is not 

simply a biological reality but a cultural construction was articulated first in 1960 by French 

historian of childhood Philippe Ariès4. Understandings of childhood as a natural, universal and 

biologically inherent period of human development have long underpinned the way that the 

child has been perceived. This can be understood as a normative, hegemonic reading of 

childhood, which has more recently become the focus of critique by scholars who consider 

‘childhood’ to be a social construction that is experienced in multiple ways across different 

 
2 Examples of this work include acclaimed German artist Heiner Goebbels’ collaboration 
with vocal troupe Carmen Slovenica in When the Mountain Changed Its Clothing (2014) or 
Swiss-born director Milo Rau’s confronting show Five Easy Pieces (2017) and UK company 
Gob Squad’s collaboration with Flemish company CAMPO, Before Your Very Eyes (2013). 
3 Meg Mumford and Ulrike Garde, Theatre of Real People: Diverse Encounters at Berlin’s 
Hebbel Am Ufer and Beyond, (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 13. 
4 Philippe Ariès, Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, (London: Vintage 
Books, 1962), 33. 
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historical periods of time, geographies, cultures and subjectivities5. Recent childhood studies 

research points to increasingly conservative and anxiety-driven attitudes towards the 

vulnerability of children6. It is possible to see in the performance work I analyse in this chapter 

how these understandings have been used by artists to exploit our collective anxieties and 

concerns.  

Situating a critical understanding of why these theatre makers have an interest in creating 

performance work for adult audiences that features children on stage is important for this 

study as it goes to the core of the questions of practice, ethics and aesthetics that concern 

this research. Therefore, it is essential to understand the symbolic and political potential of 

the image of the child, and the constructions of childhood that these performance works draw 

on. This chapter will consider some of the dominant Global North/Western ideologies that 

shape understandings of children and childhood and elucidate how these notions influence 

our relationship with children and their participation in performance contexts.  

 

Children and childhood as aesthetic material in contemporary performance 
 

A markedly different tactic to traditional models of Youth Arts practice (detailed in the 

previous chapter), which privilege participation and employ child-centred approaches, is 

performance work that strategically positions children and childhood as an aesthetic strategy.  

These contemporary and experimental performance works invite interrogation of what it 

means to involve children in adult theatre and problematise the role of agency and power 

when children are essentially performers serving a director’s vision or are used as an aesthetic 

material.  

 

 
5 Susan Kaiser and Kathleen Huun, “Fashioning Innocence and Anxiety: Cothing, Gender and 
Symbolic Childhood,” In Symbolic Childhood, ed. Daniel Thomas Cook (New York:Peter Lang, 
2002), 185. 
6 Kerry H. Robinson, “In The Name of Childhood Innocence: A Discursive Exploration of the 
Moral Panic Associated with Childhood and Sexuality,” Cultural Studies Review 14, no. 2 
(2008): 113. 
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In this way, the debate around these performances bears similarities to some of the critique 

and concern about the Henson photographs. In regard to using children as aesthetic material, 

Claire Bishop states that: 

 

Artists choose to use people as a material for many reasons: to challenge traditional 

artistic criteria by reconfiguring everyday actions as performance; to give visibility to 

certain social constituencies and render them more complex, immediate and 

physically present; to introduce aesthetic effects of chance and risk; to problematise 

the binaries of live and mediated, spontaneous and staged, authentic and contrived; 

to examine the construction of collective identity and the extent to which people 

always exceed these categories7. 

Within very recent performance history there are a number of works that demonstrate the 

idea of children as a strategic aesthetic material and respond to Bishop’s ideas in the above 

statement. Heiner Goebbels collaboration with Carmen Slovenica, When the Mountain 

Changed Its Clothing (2012), and Belgian director Lies Pauwels The Hamilton Complex which 

was part of London International Festival of Theatre in 2016, attest to the presence of this 

practice in Europe. In Australia, Melbourne-based theatre company Fraught Outfit’s last two 

collaborations with St Martins Youth Arts Centre, On the Bodily Education of Young Girls 

(2013) and The Bacchae (2016) all dramaturgically employ children as aesthetic material. 

These contemporary works all centralise the director’s vision and, in each case, use teenage 

girls as performers en masse. They have much in common: they are all highly visual works 

that explore youth as a sort of ironic, nostalgic fantasy and each work presents adolescence 

as both poetic and chaotic. Each production has a lucid, dreamlike, or, in some cases 

nightmarish, quality and offers a series of surreal invocations and images rather than a 

traditional narrative. Invariably, critics describe these works in terms such as ‘captivating’, 

‘confronting’ and ‘exhilarating’8 which suggests whilst these works are profoundly complex in 

 
7 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, (Verso 
Books: London and New York 2012) 238–39 
8 See a range of critical insights from Australian reviewers into The Bacchae at 
https://www.fraughtoutfit.com.au/the-bacchae and reviewer Tim Bano’s thoughtful review 
of The Hamilton Complex at https://www.thestage.co.uk/reviews/2016/the-hamilton-
complex-review-at-unicorn- theatre/. Last accessed October 2019. 
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their own right, they each employ a dramaturgical structure that arguably may have some 

similar aesthetic hallmarks for the spectator. 

In such performance work, which positions children as aesthetic strategy or as a symbolic 

tool, the role of cultural agency for the young person involved is less visible and not 

necessarily valued over the pursuit of quality cultural product. The argument made by these 

theatre makers or in critical writing about this work is often that the collaborative 

involvement of children in the creation of contemporary performance with extraordinary 

performance makers, constitutes a kind of cultural agency in its own right where children 

appear onstage without fear or apology9. This argument is flawed, and, as Adele Senior 

argues, when considering the ‘frames’ created for children to perform within by adult artists, 

…’ the potential for exploitation within such frames haunts these theatrical works and 

emphasizes the political importance of a consideration of our ethical relation with children’10. 

In obtaining children’s image for use in performance and tapping into the lived experiences 

of children as symbolic material, ethical challenges arise with regard to the shaping and 

presenting of content for an audience.  The challenge for adult artists is to find the 

collaborative and participatory structures by which children’s voices and ideas may be 

platformed, thereby exercising their freedom of expression while also ensuring that their 

rights to protection and privacy, as outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child, are not threatened in the process. This raises issues of informed consent that 

highlight children’s level of consciousness of the ways in which their expressions are framed 

and perceived by others. As scholar and theatre practitioner Natasha Budd has pointed out, 

over the last twenty years childhood in a performance context has been overwhelmingly 

represented as a ‘potent symbolic tool for the communication of particular adult concepts 

with little or no reference to the realities of their own lived experience’. Further, Budd 

 
9 See reviewer Alison Croggon on Fraught Outfit’s The Bacchae (2015) for ABC Arts for an 
example of this kind of critique. https://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-10-16/a-production-
akin-to-the-dionysian-mysteries-and-peeping-tome2/6860998. Last accessed December 
2019.  
 
10 Senior, “Beginners On Stage,” 14. 
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suggests that ‘we can not know about children or childhoods except through representational 

practices’11.  

Aristotle’s concept of development positions children as potential adults and 

childhood as a state of becoming. Children are perceived as incomplete beings unable 

to carry out normal human functions. This deficit model demands a high degree of 

adult intervention, and leaves little room for meaningful dialogue with adults. Its 

influence over Western thinking has been profound and is evidenced in 

representations of children and childhood throughout theatre history12 

Here, Budd references the psychological field of developmentalism, and ideas of the deficit 

model of childhood. Developmentalism posits the idea that childhood is a biological reality 

and situates childhood as a linear journey of development toward adulthood. In 1936, the 

ideas central to this notion were developed into a comprehensive theory of cognitive 

development by psychologist Jean Piaget. Piaget’s theory was unchallenged for some time, 

but recently childhood studies theorists, such as Erica Burman, have begun to criticise the 

discourse of ‘normalcy’ for its ableist and heteronormative biases. This is particularly relevant 

to the way developmentalism constructs the adult as autonomous, rational, stable, knowing 

and strong, authoritative, able-bodied, white and heterosexual and the child as without, or in 

deficit of these attributes13. Developmental psychologist Erica Burman draws attention to the 

performativity of the concept of linear development when she argues that our understanding 

of this concept not only impacts our perceptions and understandings of childhood today, but 

also produces actual children whose behaviour meets the standards of linear development 

marked by Piaget’s stages14. In her book Developments: Child, Image, Nation (2008), Burman 

points out that the idea of the ‘child’ has been constructed as opposing dominant imaginaries, 

as either wicked or innocent, obscuring many complex realities and instead symbolising 

broader social ideals relevant to the particular context and political climate15. Burman posits 

that the term ‘child’ has been taken by the market and that childhood itself is a material social 

 
11 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 21. 
12 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 23. 
13 Burman, Developments, 13. 
14 Burman, Developments, 43. 
15 Burman, Developments, 11. 
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practice shot through with the effects of the social, political and environmental context16.  In 

this way, Burman presents the ‘colonised child’ as defined by adult concepts and talked about, 

rather than spoken with. Children’s capacity to intersect with the social processes that 

Burman details means they also have the capacity to alter and frustrate them as well. This 

symbolic and political potential is clearly demonstrated by the contemporary performance 

works featuring children that I discuss above and detail in the following section, where 

constructs of children and childhood are in tension with dominant models and ideas of these 

constructs.  

 

The Rabble’s LONE and the symbolic and political potential of the child in 
performance 

 

A useful example of a contemporary performance work that demonstrates the symbolic 

potential of children in performance and the opposing dominant imaginaries that they might 

represent is evidenced in the performance LONE which premiered in June 2018 at Arts House 

in Melbourne. Melbourne’s maverick performance collective THE RABBLE collaborated with 

youth theatre company St Martin’s to create a series of bespoke, one-to-one performances 

for adult audiences featuring eleven child performers in eleven different spaces17. Conceived 

as an experience that allows you to enter the private imaginative world of a child, the 

performance is part-installation, part-theatre and was co-designed by THE RABBLE artists in 

response to each child’s particular conceptualisation of loneliness and being alone. As part of 

the child-safe protocols attached to this work, audience members are requested to present 

photo identification on arrival and advised that these details will be kept on file for five years. 

Audiences are then allocated with a number that they wear on their clothing, line up in two 

rows and enter the space one by one. This process works to create a feeling that the authority 

of the adult is already being destabilised. The space entered is filled with small white houses, 

reminiscent of beach shacks, but without the colourful façades. Once you had found the room 

number that corresponded with the number on your shirt, you were invited to place a set of 

headphones on, and enter the small, white house. Eleven different rooms, and eleven 

 
16 Burman, Developments, 4. 
17 “Lone”, THE RABBLE, last accessed October 2019. 
https://therabble.com.au/portfolio_page/lone/.  
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different performances then unfolded, lasting for about half an hour. In my experience, I 

entered a space with thick velvet blue curtains adorning the walls, and a replica of a famous 

painting, a portrait of ‘The Crying Boy’ from a 1950s series of Italian paintings of small, teary-

eyed children. A popular myth about this painting, as I discovered upon researching it after 

the performance, believes it to carry a curse, whereupon it jinxes its unlucky owner.  

 

Lying on the floor in front of me, springy with tension and yet apparently asleep was a small 

child of about eight years of age underneath a white blanket, reminiscent of a hospital sick 

bed.  Eventually, whilst a soundtrack that brings together rain, classical music and the howling 

and barking of wild animals played in my earphones, the child in front of me wakes, and 

explores his space on all fours. After prowling around behind the curtains, he leaps toward 

me as if he’s a lion and then covers himself in the blanket, lifting it and peering at me every 

few seconds. It is both creepy and sweet. Eventually he sits in front of the painting, gestures 

for me to join him and to look at the painting. He then places the blanket over my head, 

disappears out of the room. As it descends into darkness, and I listen to classical piano in the 

dark under a blanket, enjoying the tension of being truly alone but not yet lonely, for a few 

minutes.  

 

My particular experience of LONE, and the room I visited, presented an interplay between 

ideas of childhood innocence and a more sinister idea of wickedness encapsulated also in the 

painting that dominated the room design. There was a dual operation of meaning situated 

throughout the work, so the experience of the child prowling on the floor in front of me and 

roaring at me, was both playful and menacing and the child was both acting and enacting a 

representation of childhood. To further expand on this, throughout the half-hour experience, 

the theatricalisation of the child and childhood confounded the adult gaze, pointing at the 

contingency and instability of our perception of childhood and, consequently, of our 

understanding of ourselves as stable and autonomous knowers of the world. The experience 

of observing the child performer represent childhood created a moment of rupture and 

contradiction and can be read through queer theorist Kathryn Bond Stockton’s argument that 
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beneath the seemingly positive cult surrounding childhood, the ideal of childhood innocence 

works to establish the child as not (yet) human and turns the child strange and monstrous18. 

There are also moments in LONE when the performers and creators attempt to immerse the 

adult into the world of the child. As the blanket is placed over my head by the child performer 

toward the end of the performance, I am reminded of all the blanket cubbies I made when I 

was sick as a child, and how my own children now do this today. With the blanket over my 

head, I experience both the isolation of childhood and its feeling of being somehow cut-off 

and lonely, and a connection with my own childhood. I have also replaced the child performer 

in the work; I am now in the place where he once stood, performing the same action. The 

child performer has inhabited and depicted this space. Rather than acting they have enacted 

‘childhood’ and ‘child-like’; and, in doing so, complicated representational practices by 

revealing what underpins them. Instead of perceiving the children and young people as 

vulnerable, fragile or innocent, their presence in these eleven pieces throughout the work 

LONE reinstates their capability to shape the performance, as they play a key part in how the 

work is not just produced but also received. The aesthetic strategies at play in the work, of 

subconscious connections and heightened performance styles, create liminal spaces between 

adult audience and child performer in which the spectator experiences a remembering of 

their own childhood through the vehicle of the child onstage thus demonstrating the symbolic 

and political potential of the child onstage in contemporary performance.  

In their book Theorizing Childhood, sociologists Allison James, Chris Jenks and Alan Prout 

(1998)19 scrutinise and analyse the social discourse around children and childhood and bring 

together major developments in the study of childhood and social theory. Whilst they identify 

models of childhood dominant throughout history, they also acknowledge the dynamic 

nature of the field and the problematic positioning of children as ‘other’ while speaking on 

their behalf20. They argue that the ‘colonised child’ is a child defined by adult concepts; that 

children have been spoken for and about by a growing field of professionals and have been 

 
18 Kathryn Bond Stockton, The Queer Child or Growing Sideways in the Twentieth Century, 
(Durham and London: Duke University Press 2009), 19. 
19 Alison James, Chris Jenks and Alan Prout, Theorizing Childhood (Wiley: Teachers College 
Press, 1998). 
20 James, Jenks and Prout, Theorizing Childhood, 3. 
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forced to accept their position as a moral imperative21. I am very aware of my own 

presuppositions and expectations of this performance and the way I am defining the 

experience of both child and childhood throughout the work. I find myself asking: has this 

child chosen this portrait to be in the room? Is this blanket from his home? What part of this 

connects to his ‘real’ experiences of childhood loneliness and aloneness? Paradoxically, 

however, the presence of ‘real children’ onstage can also work to obscure the fact that they 

are not present ‘as they really are’ but that they are being staged for us. They are performing 

childhood and in doing so the child performer in LONE reveals the idea of childhood as a social 

construction and lays bare the adult anxieties that surround this construction. 

Children, Agency, Authenticity and Contemporary Performance 
 

Gob Squad’s co-production with Flemish company Victoria/Campo, Before Your Very Eyes22 

and Teenage Riot by Belgian company Ontroerend Goed23 are examples of two performance 

works that, whilst relying on different dramaturgical structures, highlight the preoccupation 

of European theatre makers to make work that engages children as young as eight as 

performers and to utilise their lived experiences and ‘authentic voices’ as aesthetic material. 

These works are also exclusively created for adult audiences. Implicit within these works, is 

the child performer’s role as creator/collaborators, responsible jointly with the professional 

artists for some of the content creation within the work. Often, the line between the ‘real’ 

experience of the child and their authentic voice, and the theatrical world created by the 

professional artist to explore the very state of childhood, is indistinct.  These works share 

some similar aesthetic hallmarks; for example, both Before Your Very Eyes and Teenage Riot 

include sets that appear to seek to contain the energies and boundless physicalities of child 

performers and to provide a barrier between audience and performers that serves to 

differentiate children from adults. The children do not play ‘characters’ but use their real 

names, thus blurring distinctions between theatrical fantasy and real world lived experience. 

The cultural agency of the children involved in the work is problematised in both 

performances, with some critics and scholars arguing that the work colonises children’s 

 
21 James, Jenks and Prout, Theorizing Childhood, 34. 
22 Performed as part of the Melbourne Festival at Malthouse Theatre in Melbourne in 2012. 
23 Performed as part of the Melbourne Festival 2013, at Arts Centre Melbourne. 
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bodies to harness the ideas of innocence of wickedness that children represent and so could 

be understood as a form of exploitation24. 

 

Certainly, these works, much like the photographs of Bill Henson, are challenging to reconcile 

with ideas of a rights-based approach to working with children as it’s difficult to contextualise 

what role they had in shaping the aesthetic experience or the frames that surround the 

performance. The hands of the adult artist as controlling auteur are problematised in these 

works, as reviewer John Bailey writes about Ontroerend Goed’s Teenage Riot and its adult 

makers: 

 

I have no idea of the process of development the work underwent, but when a pair 

of adults append their names as the primary creators of a work concerned with 

teenage excess and libidinal overflow, which furthermore positions its audience as 

leering creeps—well, where are Devriendt and Smet in that equation? Teenage Riot 

leaves everyone looking a little bit dirty, except its notably absent makers25. 

 

 Further, and again like Henson’s works, these performances challenge the pervading ideology 

of childhood innocence and situate the knowing and informed child. In each of the works 

mentioned above, there is some form of child directly addressing the audience (breaking the 

fourth wall), which serves to implicate the audience as adult voyeur. These works reveal how 

the child who performs, collaborates or participates creatively in some way in contemporary 

performance practice is positioned and/or read in relation to the adult. This again speaks to 

the limited subject positions available to adults in relation to children and emphasises the 

importance of establishing clear ethical frameworks of collaboration with children in 

contemporary performance practice that seeks to address this. It further suggests that the 

process of working with the aesthetic material of children’s lives and lived experiences in 

contemporary performance for adult audiences requires careful ethical know-how and 

consideration.  

 
24  John Bailey, “Creative Exploitations”, Real Time Arts (118, Dec-Jan 2013), 33 
http://www.realtimearts.net/article/issue118/11428. Last accessed October 2019 
25 Ibid. 
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Children, Vulnerability and a rights-based approach 

In contemporary (Global North/Western) society, a protectionist agenda about children 

exists, more concerned about the potential vulnerability of the child and preoccupied with 

their perceived deficits (such as a lack of maturity, knowledge, unworldliness and lack of 

economic utility) rather than focus on the considerable areas of their mastery26.  Rarely 

outside of the domestic and education realms do we consider or advance the idea of what 

children may be able to contribute, or consider their rights to contribute as enshrined in the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. The notion of children as rights-holders, and our 

obligations as adults to not only listen to the views of children on matters that affect them 

but to treat them seriously (an obligation that arises from Article 12 of the Convention) sits in 

direct juxtaposition to the more dominant idea that children need to be protected from harm 

and that their safety is paramount, whatever the context. This throws up a particular set of 

ethical challenges around children’s participation in contemporary theatre practice, drawing 

into sharp focus the practices and pathways surrounding their engagement: ideas of informed 

and progressive consent in theatre-making with children, children’s entitlement to equitable 

processes of collaboration that both ‘do no harm’ and ‘bring out their competencies and 

interests’ and finally to creating work that overthrows the shackles of adult-centric frames 

and ways of seeing and experiencing children27.  This section of the chapter explores 

contemporary performance works featuring children onstage and designed for adult 

audiences that exploit the relationship between children and their vulnerability as a political 

act.   

Australian artists Lara Thoms and Samara Hersch’s work We All Know What’s Happening 

(2017) is an example of work that uses common tropes of childhood (in this case, the design 

featured school uniforms and utilised the aesthetic of the high school musical revue) to 

powerful, political effect. By interweaving of the personal stories of the child cast members 

and an examination of the history of the island of Nauru, (including its current state as the 

 
26 Priscilla Alderson, Young Children’s Rights: Exploring Beliefs, Principles and Practice 
(Athaneum Press: Gateshead Second Edition 2007) and Giles , An Agenda for Change, 2018. 
27 Susan Baidawi, Philip Mendes and Pamela Snow, “Young people transitioning from out of 
home care and youth justice: Exploring the experiences of dual order care leavers in Victoria 
Australia”. Swiss Journal of Social Work 16, no. 14 (2015): 50. 
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home of an enormous, Australian-funded, illegal, off-shore detention centre for refugees), 

the show, which features an ensemble of seven performers aged between 10 and 18 years, 

explores how children can speak about ideas of justice differently to adults and highlights 

their capacity to engage in questions of policy and politics. Interestingly in this work, there 

are moments where the younger cast members wear headphones so that they cannot hear, 

and are therefore not exposed to, some of the more confronting material about the 

treatment and experiences of refugees. The work is an explicit engagement with children’s 

rights and specifically the right of children to be heard and listened to. The final image of the 

show, a silent stage full of microphones on stands designed to represent the detained children 

of Nauru whose voices we do not hear, is a powerful and transcendent image that speaks 

simultaneously to both the complex vulnerability of children and their strengths and 

capacities.  

The practice of creating experimental and contemporary performance, such as Hersch and 

Thoms’ We All Know What’s Happening and many other works that play on the connected 

ideas of children and vulnerability, bring potent symbolic and political representational 

notions around children to bear and echo the more recent paradigm shift in childhood studies 

from one that posits children as socially and biologically unfinished bodies28 towards children 

as agents who are shaped by but also have the capability to shape society29.  In his 2006 book, 

The Invention of Childhood, sociologist Hugh Cunningham writes that there is one striking 

difference between childhood today and childhood as it has been lived for the past 

millennium.   

 

Children in the past have been assumed to have capabilities we now rarely think that 

they have…so fixated are we on giving our children a long and happy childhood that 

we downplay their abilities and resilience.30 

 

 
28 Chris Shilling, The Body and Social Theory, (London: Sage Publications, 1993),  185. 
29 Alison James and Alan Prout, Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood: Contemporary 
Issues in the Sociological Study of Childhood, (New York: Routledge: New York, 2015), 14. 
30 Hugh Cunningham, The Invention of Childhood, (London: BBC Books, 2006), 45. 
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Cunningham captures the notion that contemporary childhoods have become regulated 

states and children’s vulnerability is emphasised as society constructs a narrative around 

children that insists on viewing them through a deficit lens. Rather than seeing what they 

might be capable of, society is more inclined to see what they are not. We All Know What’s 

Happening speaks directly to these ideas and positions the mechanisms for agency and power 

as invariably defined by adults.  

 

John Tobin reminds us that care must be taken not to romanticise the time when children’s 

capacity and resilience were recognised, as the motivations for this can be connected to 

instrumentalist intentions and a time when children’s capacity was exploited and 

industrialised in numerous ways31. Tobin argues for a more nuanced approach to 

understanding the nature of children’s vulnerability and suggests that maximising children’s 

capacities for self-protection and agency will challenge prevailing assumptions about 

childhood ‘firmly rooted in the vulnerability and welfare paradigm’32. Tobin suggests however 

that there is no requirement or obligation within this realm that, once heard, the views of 

children are implemented or acted upon33. Adults may still operate under notions attached 

to the welfare model of childhood, and therefore believe that debate and discussion should 

be confined to how to exclude children in from participating in activities in order to protect 

them from harm. The image of the children wearing headphones, and the empty stage of 

microphones at the end of We All Know What’s Happening attests to these shortcomings and 

dangers in welfare-model thinking about children’s capacities. Through this symbolic image, 

which depicts the lack of voices and perspectives from the children effected by Australia’s 

draconian refugee policies, We All Know What’s Happening provides a literal representation 

of Tobin’s suggestion that there remains a danger that ‘a vulnerability paradigm may actually 

provoke protectionist agendas that are difficult to reconcile with the evolving capacity of child 

participation agendas that underpin children’s inclusion’34. 

 
31 Tobin, ”Understanding Children’s Rights,” 181. 
32 Ibid, 182. 
33 Ibid, 160. 
34 Ibid, 182. 
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Conclusion 

Performance scholar Isis Germano argues that the current interest in collaborating with child 

performers by theatre and dance practitioners provides a fertile ground to examine 

childhood's complex relation to the production of normalcy and strangeness regarding the 

human itself35. As this chapter demonstrates, childhood itself is a social practice imbricated 

with the effects of the social, political and environmental context. A child in a performance 

context intersects with (and therefore sometimes reveals or disrupts) representational 

practices and can destabilise some of the underlying neoliberal and heteronormative logic 

that underpins their image.  The common image of the child as ‘a hope for the future’ 

imagines the child as part of a temporality that progresses in a linear fashion; the child is an 

unfinished being, in a process of becoming and existing in a vacuum outside of history and 

outside of adulthood36. The analysis of works contained in this chapter demonstrates the 

symbolic potential of the image of the child in performance and the various ways this image 

is harnessed to political effect by contemporary theatre makers. Central to my investigation 

has been the ethical context that sits at the heart of this relationship between adult artist and 

child performer/collaborator. The following two chapters will expand further on this thinking 

and its relationship to the rights-based approach to working with children in performance.  

 
 

 
35 Germano, “So Cute, So Creepy”, 46. 
36 Jack (Judith) Halbertsam, The Queer Art of Failure, (Durham and London: Duke and 
University, 2011) and Marian Wright Edelman, I Can Make a Difference: A Treasury to Inspire 
Our Children, (New York: Harper Collins, 2005). 
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5. Case Study 1 (Observation of Practice): Fraught Outfit 
 
 

The following two chapters of this research will investigate the embodied relationship 

between adult artist and child performer in practice, with specific interest in the creative 

strategies that address the power imbalance between the adult-child collaboration and what 

impact a rights-based approach to practice may have on this imbalance. 

 

The auto/ethnographic Chapters Four and Five take the rehearsal process as a rich site of 

knowledge, of culturally embedded practice, creativity and collaborative relationships and 

notes that in the last fifteen years this space has emerged as a distinct area of scholarly 

interest1. As Australian theatre scholar Kate Rossmanith observes: 

 

Rehearsal practice often no longer feels like knowledge to practitioners but rather a 

way of being in the world. It no longer feels epistemological but ontological; not what 

they have learnt and now know about theatre practice, but how theatre practice is [. 

. .]  rehearsal environments call forth in them a way of being: a practical, bodily 

repertoire that has sedimented itself into them over years of training2.     

 

Following Rossmanith, I take the contemporary performance rehearsal process and 

performance-making practice that makes up the practice-led component of this research as 

a site functioning much as a laboratory, a place where a series of testing and experimentation 

occurs and the results are carefully analysed and considered to allow discoveries. This 

strategy of analysis enables an appreciation and understanding of the complexity of theatre 

practice and helps this research gain insight into, as Australian Performance Studies scholar 

Gay McAuley has articulated, the ‘complex web of relations that link theatre to broader 

 
1 The field of rehearsal studies is comprehensively articulated in a special volume of About 
Performance (2006) with an introduction by rehearsal studies pioneer Gay McAuley.  
2 Kate Rossmanith, “Traditions and training in rehearsal practice,” Australasian Drama 
Studies 53 (2008): 142. 
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culture’3. Further, McAuley’s 2012 book Not Magic but Work: An Ethnographic Account of a 

Rehearsal Process positions the work of the Director as an artistry that involves ‘stimulating 

the creativity of others’4.  This proposition is useful for an auto-ethnographic analysis of the 

function of my own directorial practice within The Cabin! project in Chapter Five, and the 

observation of another artist’s process in this case study that follows.  

 

The methodology used to formulate the analysis of case studies in this research project is 

practice-led, underpinned by reflective practice and ethnographic principles. As a researcher, 

I was able to actively observe and document (both through recording written journal entries 

and through photography and video) the rehearsal process for Book of Exodus Part I and some 

of Book of Exodus Part II, and to interview key artists on the project. University ethics approval 

authorised me to include the child performers as interviewees; and interviews took place at 

regular intervals during the creation phase and after the completion of the season. This 

research approach has supported an analysis of both the theoretical territory of the creative 

investigation and of the practical creative tools that were used to create the work. This 

analysis of and reflection on creative practice, combined with critical reception of the work 

and interviews with artists, has helped inform the development of a rights-based approach to 

working with children.   

 

Case Study 1 
 
This chapter is an analysis of the creative practice of contemporary theatre-maker Adena 

Jacobs and her company Fraught Outfit as they collaborated with children aged between 8 

and 14 years in two cycles of creation that culminated in two original performance works, 

Book of Exodus Part I and Book of Exodus Part II. Both shows were staged with three-week 

seasons at Melbourne venue Theatre Works in July and October 2017 respectively. This 

chapter examines the creation of Part I in detail.  This two-part performance work forms the 

final outcome in a trilogy of works by the company known as the Innocence Trilogy, all original 

 
3 Gay McAuley, “Photography and Live Performance: Introduction,” About Performance  8 
(2008): 17 
4 Gay McAuley, Not Magic but Work: An Ethnographic account of Rehearsal Process, 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2012), 187. 
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performances created in collaboration with child performers between 2013 and 2017.  The 

chapter will contextualise Fraught Outfit’s work within the field of practice of adult artists 

making contemporary work with children for adult audiences, noting where it may diverge or 

converge with popular models of creation within both contemporary and Youth Arts practice. 

I will also detail some of the specific strategies Fraught Outfit have attempted in this process 

to address the power imbalance between adult-child collaborations and how these strategies 

have informed and furthered my thinking about the constituent features of a rights-based 

approach to performance practice with children.   

 

During a three-month period between April and June 2017, theatre company Fraught Outfit 

worked with performers Sol Feldman (8 years) and Tarana Verna (11 years) to develop a new 

work called Book of Exodus Part I. Sol and Tarana became Cast A for the performance. From 

May-June over a six-week period, the company additionally worked with Malek Keegan (11) 

and Ezra Justin (12) who were the show’s Cast B.  

 

Fraught Outfit 

 

Led by Artistic Director Adena Jacobs, Fraught Outfit is a Melbourne-based theatre company, 

launched in 2010. Fraught Outfit seeks to reframe known mythologies through a lens which 

is radical, contemporary and feminine5. The company is independent and receives funding on 

a project basis from philanthropic and government investment. They have won multiple 

Green Room Awards for their 2012 work Persona and were nominated for a number of Green 

Room Awards for their 2014 production of The Bacchae. The company neither seeks to be 

recognised or is recognised by the sector as a Youth Arts company and they can be 

contextualised as similar to some of the artists discussed in the previous chapter, acclaimed 

contemporary theatre-makers whose practice is not necessarily specific to working with 

children or young people6.  

 

Book of Exodus Part I 

 
5 https://www.fraughtoutfit.com.au. Last accessed October 2019 
6 Here, I am referring to artists such theatre directors Milo Rau, Tim Etchells, and Lies 
Pauwels. 
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This 45-minute performance work was an abstracted and poetic exploration of the Old 

Testament’s Book of Exodus. The performance features only two children on stage and tackles 

the story of the Israelites’ at times violent and bloody deliverance from slavery in Egypt. It is 

a largely wordless two-hander that positions the oppression of the Israelites as a metaphor 

for the oppression of the patriarchy7. The show situates the past as an embodied and 

inscribed history, at times even metaphorically carving the story into the flesh of the child 

performers as one of the actors performs wounding himself with a large knife. Here, it is 

evident how Fraught Outfit have harnessed the potentiality of the image of a child on stage 

as the bodies of the child performers stand in for ideas of oppression, innocence and politics.  

 

The set consists of a sea of white styrofoam ‘rubble’ strewn across the floor and at the bottom 

of a huge white styrofoam wall evoking the aftermath of a catastrophe. To reviewer and 

theatre scholar Sarah Balkin, the stage suggested manna: 

 

a fine flaky substance, as fine as frost on the ground. In the Old Testament, manna is 

the bread with which God feeds the Israelites during their 40-year journey across the 

desert. It appears each morning, except on the Sabbath8 

 

Balkin’s interpretation speaks to the strong Jewish sensibility of the show and the familiarity 

that people of Judeo-Christian background may have with the mythical aspects of the story 

the performance depicts. At times, there are cryptic elements of the work where I was aware 

a story was being referenced, but I did not know the story and so the symbol remained 

elusive. For reviewer Cameron Woodhead, the white wall as part of the set design, which also 

was used also as a backdrop for video projections, is both ‘ a symbol of division, but also the 

 
7 Alison Croggon, “ A play on words: Fraught Outfit’s ‘Book of Exodus: Part I’ explores the 
written word in a realm beyond language’, The Monthly, published June 6, 2017, 
https://www.themonthly.com.au/blog/alison-croggon/2017/06/2017/1496725937/play-
words.  
8 https://theconversation.com/retelling-the-biblical-book-of-exodus-through-the-eyes-of-
children-78755. Last accessed October 2019 
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divine: such a wall in Jerusalem is the holiest place where Jews can pray’9.To me, the rubble 

appeared more familiar as the apocalyptic aftermath of war, a post-battle street scene in 

contemporary  Aleppo or Afghanistan, and the children playing across the broken terrain.  

 

The performance begins as the two performers, wearing masks and dressed as an elderly 

couple, emerge from where they have been buried in the white rubble in front of the wall. 

Framed in silence, each figure brings one limb at a time through the rubble, slowly getting up 

and standing. The Old Man drags his feet through the rubble to a camera positioned on the 

side of the stage. Still, in silence, and with great pause between each request, the man slowly 

asks the Old Woman to reveal her scar. As the woman removes her ‘costume’ the wounds 

(which those familiar with the story would recognise as the wounds of her slavery) are literally 

etched onto the body of a child as we see her bleeding and bloodied scars. The Old Man films 

the Old Woman (eventually shown, as her mask is removed, as an eight-year old boy) 

revealing her scars and the images are projected on the white wall behind them, sometimes 

in extreme close-up via live video feed.  The Old Man says to the woman ‘show us your gold’ 

and as she reveals each bracelet and earring, suddenly the ‘theft the Jewish people endured 

in Nazi Europe is chillingly present’10.  These moments are complex, as they simultaneously 

operate as symbolic of children’s play and dress-up but, as the reviews suggest, they are also 

moments that are densely layered with cultural imaginary and history.   

 

As the performance progresses the children encounter or search for things in the squeaky 

styrofroam rubble, with each item representing elements of the biblical story. Reviewer Rose 

Johnstone notes: 

 

...it’s as if the two children are wading through Jewish history and memory, 

discovering, enacting and interpreting it as they go. Symbols and stories are salvaged 

in the rubble, but they are not always understood. In the hands of children, some 

discoveries, like a pharaoh’s hat, feel playful. But lurking beyond the veil of innocence 

 
9 https://www.smh.com.au/entertainment/the-book-of-exodus-part-ii-review-
sophisticated-finale-shrouded-in-ambiguity-20171023-gz677a.html. Last accessed October 
2019 
10Croggon, “A play on words: Fraught Outfit’s ‘Book of Exodus: Part 1’”. 
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is a darker shadow; the sudden appearance of what appear to be serial numbers 

projected onto the back wall is a chilling recollection of concentration camps11  

 

This interplay between childish innocence and, as Johnstone identifies above, a more sinister 

wickedness is a pivotal notion in the work and speaks to the dual operation of meaning in the 

performance. This dual meaning is extended and underscored by the symbolic and political 

potential of the child performers in the work, who can be read through the dominant 

imaginary as both opposing symbols of innocent childhood and of wicked children. It is also 

interesting to note that Johnstone refers to a playful feel that the children evoke and the idea 

that we might accept their literal presence on stage as somehow real and natural at different 

points in the show.  As reviewer Alison Croggon notes about the dual operation of meaning 

in the work and the presence-effect of children:  

 

The fusion of literal presence and allusive meaning becomes more complex as the 

show progresses, but always remains poised on the fulcrum of ambiguity. At one 

moment we are watching children playing with paint, but this is also a video of dead 

children sprawled in the ruins of a city, perhaps Palestine, perhaps Syria, that maybe 

we saw yesterday12.  

 

Croggon has aptly highlighted here the experience of watching the opposing dominant 

imaginaries that the child performers embody. The director Jacobs plays with this slippery, 

floating signification and creates confronting moments, such as the image of Sol stripping 

down to underwear to bathe in a bath lit up in red light. This ‘blood bath’, in which he plays 

with a small bath toy, is one of the moments that collide the idea of child’s play with more 

violent imagery and, as reviewer Cameron Woodhead explains, these sequences ‘juxtapose 

the aching vulnerability of children and the horror of violence against them’ 13. 

 

 
11 Rose Johnstone, “ Book of Exodus: Part 1,” Time Out, published June 7, 2017. 
https://www.timeout.com/melbourne/theatre/the-book-of-exodus-part-1.  
12 Croggon, “A Play on Words: ‘Fraught Outfit’s Book of Exodus: Part 1’”. 
13 Woodhead, “ The Book of Exodus Part I review”. 
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Live video feed was also employed in the work, as both an aesthetic and symbolic strategy. 

At times, one performer in each production (Tarana Verma for Cast A and Ezra Justin for Cast 

B) filmed the other child with the footage appearing as live video feed on the white wall 

behind them. The footage was up close and large, and details of each child’s expression and 

physicality were amplified. This documentation draws attention to the performers in a range 

of different ways: it emphasises their self-consciousness on stage, highlighting the exposure 

and vulnerability in the work; it underscores a particular performance style in which the 

children are knowing and aware, but not ‘acting’; it implicates the audience’s voyeuristic 

position across the children’s world. Equally, and in contrast, the children filming themselves 

(rather than the camera gaze coming from some third, presumably adult, party) serves as a 

vehicle for the agency of the child, directing the spectator gaze strategically to underscore 

particular ideas in the performance text. This is of course complicated by our knowing that an 

adult director has requested them to perform this action, bringing into focus some of the 

questions of ethical practice inherent in the work. It raises questions about the perception of 

vulnerability and what awareness the performers may have of the spectator gaze and its 

framing in this work for adults. Interestingly, whilst critical reviews for this work discuss the 

vulnerability of children, there is no specific mention of the ethical question the work raises 

in relation to watching children enact something as requested or envisioned by adult 

collaborators and this tension feels particularly evident in the moments in which live video 

feed is used.  

 

There is very little dialogue in the performance, with the most significant vocalised moment 

occurring when Tarana for Cast A and Ezra for Cast B reads out a passage from the text 

describing the last plague visited upon Egypt by Yahweh, the death of all first born sons and 

the ‘Passover’ that spares the Israelites. These are terrifying and powerful words, that 

juxtapose with the delivery of the text from the child performers, who read the words from 

the page directly and without affect. For Croggon: 

 

The children are clearly following rehearsed actions, but they aren’t “acting” in any 

conventional sense. They enact the plagues of Egypt as a game of doctor and nurse, 

the building of the Tabernacle with a gingerbread house, their play heightened by a 

various score by Max Lyandvert. They’re as often comical as serious. The effect is 
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completely compelling, winding you in past the noise of conscious thought to some 

deeper place, so that the end of the show comes as a shock. At just over 50 minutes 

it’s short, but I would have sworn it was no longer than half an hour14. 

 

Croggon’s description of the performance of the children as ‘compelling’ bears further 

consideration. She suggests that the style of performance that the children inhabit and depict, 

one which is not ‘acting’ but enacting, evokes subconscious connections and a sort of trance-

like state in the spectator, enhanced by both set and sound design. I suggest that the 

meditative qualities of the performance heighten the simplicity of each action from the child 

performers, bringing significance and complexity to otherwise seemingly simple or playful 

acts such as the eating of lollies from a gingerbread house. This underscoring of simple gesture 

and action onstage is characteristic of other contemporary performance work that features 

children onstage15. These ideas of subconscious connections, meditative qualities and 

heightened performance styles are an aesthetic strategy in this work, creating liminal spaces 

between adult audience and child performer in which a spectator might experience a 

remembering of their own childhood through the vehicle of the child onstage.  

 

Book of Exodus Part I was not a scripted work in a traditional sense; no playwright was part 

of the artistic team and the original text the work is based on serves as inspiration for images 

and ideas. The work was devised and the vision that the artists shared for the work was 

collectively generated and refined through the rehearsal process. This process of devising 

work, rather than scripting work, is common to almost all contemporary theatre practitioners 

working with children to create new performance and possibly speaks to a notion that 

children in contemporary performance are not acting but enacting. This process of generating 

material gives rise to important questions about how cultural agency functions in the creation 

process for child performers and how they understand and consent to the way in which they 

 
14 Croggon, “A Play on words: Fraught Outfit’s ‘Book of Exodus: Part 1’”.  
15 Notably, Heiner Goebbel’s epic collaboration with Carmen Slovenica, When the Mountain 
Changed Its Clothing, which featured a cast of 40 teenage girls was invariably described by 
critics around the world as ‘transcendent’. See here an example of a review by critic Ivan 
Hewett: 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/music/classicalconcertreviews/9570781/When-the-
Mountain-Changed-its-Clothing-Ruhr-Triennale-review.html.  
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are being framed for adult consumption. An analysis of what constitutes an ethical practice 

and an ethical dramaturgy in the development of new performance with children complicates 

ideas of traditional authorship. Interpretations of exactly what is meant by authorship and 

definitions of the author’s role in theatre have changed dramatically over time and influence 

the ways in which artwork is produced by artists and interpreted by audiences. Contemporary 

theatre can be understood as a collaborative practice, in which the authorship of a work might 

reside between a number of contributing artists. Natasha Budd suggests: 

  

Regardless of whether or not artists are working with a predetermined script, the 

actors, director and designers all contribute to the authoring of the final product and 

may in some instances be credited as co-authors or co-writers. When this group of 

collaborators includes children, considerations of authorship and its potential to 

facilitate empowerment or exploitation are heightened due to a history of contention 

regarding children’s participation in the theatre16.    

 

It follows then, that the features of a rights-based approach to practice might include making 

visible the creative contribution of children in a performance work, acknowledging their 

position as co-collaborators where appropriate and I examine this idea further in Chapter 

Five.   

 

In the following sections of this chapter, I will examine the process of creation employed by 

the Fraught Outfit team on Book of Exodus. I consider the strategies they enacted to attempt 

to create work with children in an ethical framework that was both mindful and proactive 

about issues of informed consent and ethical collaboration with children. Through this 

analysis of Fraught Outfit’s creative process, I can begin to see evidence for the development 

of a rights-based approach that I then put into practice in the case study in Chapter Five.  

 

 

In the following sections I will focus on particular aspects of the creation process I observed 

throughout rehearsal which are relevant to my enquiry and specifically inform ideas about 

 
16 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 18, 
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ethical frameworks of collaboration, informed consent and aesthetic considerations when 

working with child collaborators.   

 

Associate Artist role/ Youth Arts expert 
 

A key part of Adena Jacobs’ and Fraught Outfit’s process is the collaboration with Associate 

Artist Alex Walker, a Melbourne-based theatre-maker and professional artist with particular 

expertise in working with children and young people. As Jacobs explains: 

 

Over the years we have been collaborating with Alex Walker, a brilliant youth arts 

practitioner who has played a central role in the process. Through Alex’s expertise and 

focus, we are constantly thinking about how to create the most supportive and 

engaging framework for our performers. Although I have approached the work on this 

trilogy with the same level of rigour and creative risk that I apply to an adult cast, 

working with young people does require very particular skills. It has been essential for 

us to have Alex in the room, and part of the entire process17. 

 

As such, my observations during the creative process reveal that Walker is a constant 

presence in every rehearsal, involved directly in each activity or improvisation and present at 

every show in the season. These observations throughout the process suggest that the 

conduit function she plays between the adult artists and child performers is critical18. I would 

suggest that in an Australian context, it is uncommon for companies working with children in 

this way to identify a particular artistic role within the collaborative framework designed to 

bring Youth Arts expertise to the project. In this collaboration, Walker’s role is often one of 

translator, working individually with each child to aid their use of lived experience and 

 
17 Adena Jacobs, in interview with Richard Watts, “So you want to work with young people?” 
Arts Hub, last accessed October, 2019. https://www.artshub.com.au/education/news-
article/career-advice/professional-development/richard-watts/so-you-want-to-work-with-
young-people-253904.  
18 Please see the Rehearsal Plan in the Appendix section of this document for a 
demonstration on how Walker functioned as a translator and conduit between adult artist 
and child performer. This document details how she would summarise main points and key 
features of the rehearsal for the children.  
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knowledge to help interpret complex requests from the director. Roger Hart’s description of 

‘an animator’ role in his work of participatory models of adult-child collaborations bears some 

resemblance with the role that Walker plays19. In this conduit role, a role of translation, Waker 

assists in the development of a what I would term a ‘conceptual roadmap’ for child 

performers.  She provides a range of interpretations (kinaesthetic, verbal, visual) to whatever 

concept or content is being suggested and removing any barriers to understanding that may 

be present. This is done by providing, as Jacobs describes them, the personal ‘coordinates’ 

that link thematic content to lived (or in some cases imagined) experience. In a personal 

interview, Jacobs describes how the concept of coordinates practically operates:   

 

I think I've been guided a lot by Alex over the past few years to understand that there's a 

way of translating some of these ideas into a framework that children understand, but at 

the same time not personalising it. So never making it directly about them [child 

performers] but asking, how do you relate to these things? To try and ensure that they 

[child performers] don’t feel personally connected but at the same time trying to give 

them a frame of reference that they understand. Sometimes I feel that those coordinates 

can make it very clear and they [children] understand that x might equal y. Sometimes 

when they create their own coordinates to access a complex idea or emotion, I wonder 

to myself, is this like what a film director does when they are asking a child to cry about 

their dog dying when really in the story the child has just lost their mother?20  

 

This explanation from Jacobs suggests that part of the creative strategy is to develop what 

Jacobs terms ‘coordinates’, which can be understood as tools that assist defining a location 

within a vast space of possibility. When the process calls for an exploration of an idea or 

thematic that has broad connotations, providing coordinates allows an individual to pinpoint 

where they situate themselves emotionally, socially, politically and culturally within an 

expansive field of possibility. Coordinates are different for each individual and it is the role of 

the adult artists to provide child performers with the necessary system and information to 

define their own coordinates. For instance, in addressing trauma, Jacobs notes:  

 
19 Hart,“Children’s Participation,” 6.   
20 Jacobs, personal interview, 2017 
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I think that it's kind of evident in the work itself this idea that in order to access the kind 

of poetics of trauma, you've developed these in-roads in rehearsal that provide a kind of 

tension around the figure of the child and those particular poetics. 21 

 

As Jacobs indicates above, the interest in ideas of trauma in the work are underpinned by the 

figuration and meaning of the child onstage and its varied and multifarious personal and 

political connections for an audience. Important also, is the imaginary context created in a 

rehearsal that enables the child to execute a constructed action on stage and feel connected 

to its meaning.  I observed throughout rehearsal the work that was done to provide the child 

performers with their unique set of coordinates that were used to interpret various 

investigations into theme and content.  

 

This process of accessing the child performer’s existing knowledge and lived experiences 

ensured that they had appropriate understanding of the context they were operating in and 

how an audience might interpret particular moments or scenes in the work. An example of 

this is the scene in which the children are asked to reveal the scars of their characters. In 

workshopping this scene, each performer was asked to develop a short performance 

sequence about a (real) personal scar on their body and then another story in which they 

invented a pretend scar and accompanying story. This was followed by a discussion on what 

scars might mean and how bodies can be marked and read by others. The children related 

real and imagined experiences, not to create content for the performance, but to understand 

the possible implications of revealing scars on a body to an adult audience.  This is an essential 

part of working through the question of informed consent within the creation process. Such 

practice is embedded in the child-centred, rights-based pedagogical approach of traditional 

Youth Arts processes, rather than belonging to the practice of this particular company or of 

contemporary theatre-making.  

 

The idea of a conceptual roadmap within Fraught Outfit’s creative process, or personal 

‘coordinates’ based on lived or imagined experiences can be understood a productive strategy 

 
21 Ibid. 
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for the development of the rights-based approach to working with children and young people. 

It meets the obligations of the rights-based framework to engage in processes of consent and 

that foster knowledge and understanding with children. Further, it is a strategy of 

empowerment that goes some way to addressing the power relationship between adult-child 

performers bound up in adult-child relations. It is possible to conceive that the creative 

strategy of personal ‘coordinates’ has potential to make the child collaborator the expert, by 

connecting to their specific knowledge or experiences and thereby inverting the 

authority/subordinate dichotomy in adult-child collaborations.  

 

Inclusive Practices 
 

As detailed in the background and methodology chapter of this thesis, the creative process 

known as inclusive arts practice is a useful methodology when working with children and 

young people, enabling a more equitable framework for participation in the creative process 

amongst children and young people. Importantly too, an inclusive practice underpins 

Associate Artist Alex Walker’s creative approach to working with young people and helps to 

define some of the creative practice occurring within the Fraught Outfit rehearsal room.  

 

Inclusive practice defined the way a number of generative practices occurred within the 

space, notably the way that ‘circle time’ (literally the professional artists sitting in a circle on 

the floor with the child performers) was used as a debriefing tool at the end of each session 

or activity and how this circle acted as an equitable and mediated space for young people to 

safely express their felt and intellectual experiences and responses to the devising process. 

As a researcher in the space, I too sat within the circle during circle time and had an 

opportunity to witness the function of this moment form the perspective of inclusive theatre. 

In an interview with the children during the creation phase of Book of Exodus Part I, I asked 

them about what the circle time offered. Tarana commented that:  

 

It makes sure that there is nothing that we don’t know is going to happen. If things 

change, we know22.   

 
22 Verma, personal interview, 2017 
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This comment suggests that the function of circle time fosters an opportunity for knowledge 

to be shared amongst collaborators and for the creative decision-making to be discussed to 

include the perspectives of the child collaborators.  

 

A further example observed throughout the process that demonstrates both the idea of 

coordinates and of equitable frameworks (which Walker describes as one of the 

underpinnings of her inclusive practice23) was the strategic work put into ensuring that 

although Sol Feldman (whose family are Jewish and who attends Jewish school) has more 

knowledge and lived experience of the historical context of the work, themes were distilled 

into accessible conceptual ideas ( so for example, the idea of trauma was a resonant thematic 

field within the material). In this way, Tarana Verma was encouraged to find her own 

culturally specific (in this case Hindi) stories that intersected with the material. The rehearsal 

improvisations were then often structured so as not to favour the possible Jewish approach 

to the material (also important to note that a number of the key creatives identify as Jewish), 

but to make a more equitable and universal frame for access to ideas. This was done to ensure 

that the material had broad appeal, and that neither child’s story, culture or history feel 

necessarily more privileged in the generation of ideas.  

 

However, whilst this approach demonstrates the desire for an inclusive practice within the 

generating of ideas, the performance itself did not approach the themes of the work so 

democratically. The final work was deeply invested in the Jewish perspective on this story, 

and of these themes. There is a tension therefore inherent in the process and the creation of 

this work, whereby ultimately the adult artists will make decisions about how material ends 

up and is framed in a work. While this may be done with some consultation and discussion 

with child performers, essentially these decisions are often made when the children are not 

even present. This process would be common for adult performers in professional 

contemporary performance contexts, though it may perhaps be slightly different in a Youth 

 
23 “Founder and Artistic Director: Alex Walker”, House of Muchness, last accessed October 
2019,  https://www.houseofmuchness.com/about-founder.  



 93 

Arts model of creation where creative decision-making is designed as more transparent and 

inclusive24 .         

 

Related to these ideas of power and decision-making in the creative process, I witnessed a 

particular warm-up process that evolved throughout the rehearsal process. It was 

underpinned by inclusive theatre strategies and designed to subvert the relations of power 

inherent in an adult-led creative process involving child performers. To begin work on the 

floor, the warm-up started as a follow-the-leader freestyle dance performance, where music 

(initially selected by Jacobs, but eventually included suggestion from cast and creatives) was 

randomly chosen and with each change of song, a leader was selected who must be followed 

by everyone.  

 

Most creatives, including myself, participated in this warm-up process. Initially appearing as 

a simple way of getting the performers moving freely on the floor, this warm-up offered the 

children an opportunity to lead, define the action and to experience having control and 

knowledge (particularly when dance styles veered into modern pop moves) over the adult 

creatives. It was an integral way, in an otherwise adult-led and controlled process, of handing 

over the reigns to the child performers for a brief period and letting them lead the adults in 

whichever way they desired. As a warm-up strategy, it was used throughout the entire 

rehearsal process and was a key part of the preparation process before every performance.  

 

This creative strategy had several functions, which I argue are relevant to a rights-based 

approach to working with children and young people as it continued to develop throughout 

my observation of Fraught Outfit’s rehearsal process. It functioned as another way of 

subverting dominant power relations, and positioned the importance of play-based processes 

of enquiry, in an otherwise adult-centric process. Through the wild dancing and play, 

important physical confidence emerged in the performers, assisting the way in which they 

embodied character and navigated the performance space.  

 

Visual Maps 

 
24 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 44. 
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Figure 1: Image of a Visual Map from Book of Exodus Part I Rehearsal, Day 13 

 

Each Book of Exodus I rehearsal began with the shared creation of a visual map that structured 

the day’s planned activities, allowing time for some ‘fun and games’ with the children, snack 

breaks, as well as sections that focus on content development for the show. Drawn on a large 

sheet of butcher’s paper, Walker would create the map beginning with the centre (B.E Day 13 

and the arrows in picture above) and ask Jacobs what would be happening throughout 

rehearsal as the key artists and children sat around the edges of the paper, creating images 

to illustrate each activity Walker recorded. The map was then pinned on the wall of the 

rehearsal space and each activity is crossed off by a child as it was completed before moving 

on to the next one.  

 

Through the creation and utilisation of this map throughout the process, a series of important 

things occur. Firstly, the children are introduced to the structure of each day (which may be 

quite different from the last rehearsal, that may have even been a week ago) and provided 

an opportunity to hear the director speak about each planned activity and ask any questions 

they may have, or any input they may want to give. This means the experience of structuring 

the day is understood as shared and democratic, and everyone concerned has a clear sense 

of the tasks ahead. Secondly, the map acts as a visual tool for children and artists to develop 

a shared language around the creation process. Rehearsal room strategies are named, for 
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example, ‘frenetic crazy dance mash-up’ is collectively understood to represent a particular 

activity. This process of creating a shared language with which to speak about the work 

extends to the eventual performance text, which is also generated on large pieces of butcher’s 

paper, with sections named by the cast and pinned to the walls of the rehearsal room.  

 

 

 

Figure 2: Image of Associate Artist Alex Walker writing the performance text for child performers 

 

Through the process of visual mapping, the performance text appears in a state familiar to 

the child performers, and through a collaborative realisation underpinned by inclusive 

practice techniques. As the performance text was formed, I noted Walker facilitating 

discussion with the children about how meaning might be created by bringing these elements 

together. Walker would ask the child performers how they thought material might be 

interpreted and offer the performers insights into the way meaning was being formed.  Within 

this process there was scope for children to change how things appeared or in what context 

they sat, and I witnessed Walker actively encouraging the children to consider and choose 
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how material might be crafted. I view the process of visual mapping in this context as an 

actualisation of informed consent, as Walker worked to ensure the children understood what 

was being asked of them, and how this might be interpreted by an adult audience. Therefore 

this creative strategy operates on a number of levels, and is a pivotal part of the ethical 

approach to creating in this work. A rights-based approach to practice demands this kind of 

actualisation of informed consent, and so this collaborative strategy has potential to 

contribute to the formation of a rights-based approach to creative practice. 

 

Dramaturgical choices and the ‘authentic’ voice of the child 
 

This section will examine the dramaturgical choices that position and frame this work very 

distinctly within the field of contemporary performance practice, created by professional 

artists in collaboration with children for adult audiences.  

 

In the following statement, Jacobs outlines how the form for a work like Book of Exodus Part 

I emerges from her process, and how material is both generated and selected. 

 

There’ s a very particular kind of dramaturgical landscape in ensemble shows in which the 

actual language of rehearsal is scored and becomes the language of the show itself. It's 

actually one that I often use in an ensemble setting. And the only time I've ever worked 

with ensembles is with kids or young people. I've often thought it would be great if we 

could sort of capture and crystallise the world of the rehearsal. But that's actually not the 

work I make. I end up gravitating to something in its final form which is much more 

distilled and imagistic and sometimes modular in the way it may move one section to the 

next. There's a lot of space around it. And particularly this work [Book of Exodus Part I] is 

quite installation-like. And so that kind of play that happens in both rehearsal rooms, you 

know with adults and young people, because it's an improvisational mode, often just ends 

up as a trace in the final show25.  

 

When further speaking of the form that the work Book of Exodus Part I has taken, Jacobs says  

 
25 Jacobs, personal interview, 2017. 
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There's a lot of restraint in this show. I mean I think that the works in the Innocence 

Trilogy are somehow, for me, about the forces which control us and explore this in 

different ways. And so I think that what we experience in Book of Exodus Part I when 

we see children on stage is a kind of borderless figure, a vulnerable figure; a figure 

who is mysterious to us, a figure whose sexual energy we feel like is dangerous in some 

way and the form of the work embraces these controlling forces which are oppressing 

and restricting26.  

 

Here, Jacobs aptly describes something I observed during the rehearsal period for Book of 

Exodus Part I: a tension within the creation process between the desire for restraint within 

the work and for a performance style that felt very distilled and imagistic, and a desire from 

the adult creatives to include joyful, unrestrained moments in rehearsal that captured aspects 

of each child’s individuality. This critical tension in both the process and the impact of the 

performance where the form Jacobs describes as ‘oppressing and restricting’ results in a very 

stylised performance.  

 

There are moments In Book of Exodus Part I, when it seems a balance between the lived 

experience of the children and the poetic and form of the work is possible, as demonstrated 

by the two old characters the children play as part of the work. Known by the creative team 

and cast as ‘Lucinda and Gregory’ these characters emerged through the children’s 

improvisation and play during rehearsal, completely devised and created by them in response 

to a provocation from the director.  Refined and developed throughout the rehearsal period, 

the decision to include aspects of the Gregory and Lucinda characters within the work quietly 

revealed the playful relationship between the two performers, and, on a further level, 

situated ideas of history, trauma and violence into the work. Jacobs describes this choice and 

the considerations behind it: 

 

With young people it's such a fine line between something that reads as costume or 

dress up-box and something which asks the audience to invest in them as a fully 

 
26 Ibid.  
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formed figure. For example, in some of the rehearsals where they were playing old 

people, it was a very shambolic dress up parade! And I love that aesthetic. But 

ultimately the audience may just read that as just dress-up and dismiss any deeper 

implications. And it was important that we costumed them in such a way that the 

audience invest in them as actual ancient old people, who then are sort of unmasked, 

which is a very different experience to two children playing27.  

 

This desire for ‘authentic’ representation of experiences of childhood is problematised by 

Jacobs, in specific reference to the work of Belgian company Ontroroend Goed’s work with 

teenagers. 

 

It is interesting because the rhetoric around that work is never one about exploitation 

because we presume that it's authentic. But in fact, I'm not saying that it is 

exploitative, but it is certainly not authentic28.  

 

As discussed in Chapter Three, in the context of contemporary performance-making with 

children, the desire for the ‘real’ is often manifested as child performers appearing to 

showcase their ‘authentic voices’ and selves onstage. It is important to ask what 

presuppositions, desires and fears lead us to accept their presence as real and natural at 

different points. As Isis Germano has argued about performances featuring children, we may 

reject their performance as unnatural and untrue and therefore theatrical when they do not 

match our expectations29. To this end, this research suggests that Jacobs’ work notably differs 

from some of the work I have discussed in Chapter Three related to children and authenticity 

in performance. Where many artists will identify children’s lived experiences as a key 

aesthetic material or, critically, as a driving value of making work with children, and thus 

describe their dramaturgical processes as creating rehearsal and performance playgrounds 

that capture the ‘authenticity’ of performers30, Jacobs is more interested in the body or figure 

 
27 Jacobs, personal interview, 2017. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Germano, “So Cute, So Creepy,” 44. 
30 See theatre director Alexandr Devriendt speaking about the creation of Ontroerend 
Goed’s Teenage Riot and writer/director Tim Etchell’s speaking about That Night Follows 
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of a child as a vehicle for meaning. When paired or partnered with other signifiers, it is capable 

of transforming, or reinforcing, understandings. Jacobs has an interest in the child ‘out of 

place’ or outside of an approved discursive field.  

 

I think, say, a child, or a young person, in relation to particular objects, has way more 

resonance and also more openness and ambiguity of potential than an adult would.  I 

remember thinking about that when we made The Bacchae a lot. The image of a 

teenage girl plus a machine, let's say, equals something really interesting for some 

reason31.  

 

The Book of Exodus Part I is rich with images of children where both objects or remnants of 

childhood are subverted (dress-up clothing becomes sinister, a rubber ducky at bath time as 

a child bathes in what appears to be blood) and where the figure of the child itself causes an 

object to transform its meaning. In this way, Jacob’s work uses the child itself as an aesthetic 

material. As Croggon writes about The Book of Exodus Part I: 

 

 The presence of the children onstage mutely poses the questions: How are these 

things inscribed upon childish bodies? How are children to understand the suffering 

and crimes of history? How much is memory itself a reproduction of violence?32  

 

Croggon‘s  point about the questions raised by the figure of child onstage in Book of Exodus 

Part I is an important positioning of the politics embodied by the child and predicated on the 

adult-child political relation. In Performance, Identity and the Neo-political Subject (2013), 

Joshua Abrams refers to the child as a marker of potentiality and futurity and argues that the 

figure of the child onstage collapses temporarily within the stage space. Such a collapse, 

Abrams argues ‘imagines an ethics which emerges in the theatrical instant, embodied in the 

 
Day https://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2008/oct/27/children- 
teenagers-theatre. Last accessed October 2019 
31 Jacobs, in personal interview, 2017 
32 https://www.themonthly.com.au/blog/alison-croggon/2017/06/2017/1496725937/play-
words. Last accessed October 2019 
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child who both stages potentiality and is in a constant mode of becoming’33. I argue that it is 

this use of a child and children’s bodies in a work like Book of Exodus Part I, as signifiers, as 

symbols for futurity and reconciliation of past violence and injustices, that demands the 

creation of a new investment in the political relation between adult and child and a changed 

social contract not predicated on dominant understandings of child-adult relationships.  In 

Book of Exodus Part I, the child performers enact ideas of trauma and loss that are not 

necessarily directly part of their lived experiences, and, when these moments are reflected 

back to an adult audience through children on stage, raise questions about the function of 

cultural memory across time and what the impact of intentional forgetting might be on our 

children and the generations to come. This discovery from my research into Book of Exodus 

Part I clearly demonstrates the symbolic potential of the child in performance, and 

underscores what might compel a contemporary theatre practitioner to want to work with 

children.   

 

Children’s responses to participation in Book of Exodus Part I 
 

While the performers in Book of Exodus Part I describe the experience as ‘fun’ and ‘exciting’, 

they were also articulate about some aspects of rehearsal being ‘easy’ and ‘a little boring’ and 

identified their favourite parts of rehearsal as the warm-up and making skits about their 

invented characters Gregory and Lucinda34. I observed that these moments they refer to only 

constituted about 20% of the rehearsal process. However, in post-production interviews, the 

performers talk about the experience of being in Book of Exodus Part I as ‘the best thing they 

have ever done’ and all express a desire to be part of the next instalment (Book of Exodus Part 

II) later in the year35. Clearly the experience of participation is a positive one, and the children 

have points of comparison with Youth Arts experiences. The children express pride in the 

complexity of the work they have created and understand they have made an artwork of 

sophistication and beauty36. In the interviews with the children during and after the process 

 
33 Joshua Abrams, “Affective Presents/Effective Presence: History, Futurity and the 
Theatrical Politics of the Child” in Matthew Causey and Fintan Walsh (eds.) Performance 
Identity and the Neo-Political Subject, (Routledge: New York 2013), 207 
34 Feldman and Verma, personal interview 2017 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
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of Book of Exodus Part I, child performers express both extreme satisfaction and mild 

dissatisfaction with the experience of participation in comparison to other like experiences of 

cultural participation. It is therefore possible to resolve that Feldman and Verna enjoyed the 

process and would have a desire for future similar experiences.  

 

What is more difficult to measure or ascertain is their experiences of artistic decision-making 

or cultural agency as part of the process of making the work. Ultimately, whilst offering an 

experience that provided the opportunity for cultural agency for the child performers was not 

a critical aim for the Fraught Outfit team, it remains a key principle of a rights-based approach 

to working with children in performance and represents a central tenet of ethical practice 

when working with children and young people. Drawing on Hart’s ladder as outlined in the 

Background section of this thesis, I would argue that the process of creating the Book of 

Exodus Part I would constitute Rung 5 on the ladder; young people are consulted and 

informed. I did not observe during rehearsal that the children were necessarily part of the 

adult-initiated decision-making process but I think their collaborative involvement, as 

demonstrated by strategies such as circle time, and the Gregory and Lucinda play, constituted 

more than an ‘assigned but informed’ involvement that Rung 4 articulates.  

 

Ethical considerations, cultural agency and a new kind of spectatorial 
relationship  

 

As I have argued above, in the Book of Exodus Part I, the dramaturgical frame refuses the lived 

experiences of the children and, in doing so, it is possible to argue that the work colonises the 

bodies of the child performers and uses them to make a political statement. Therefore, as 

Erica Burman suggests below, the works employs a set of cultural associations that act with 

these bodies as potent symbolic tools for the communication of particular adult concepts.    

 

Dominant imaginaries – the sets of cultural associations and affective relations mobilized 

around “the child” – oppressively occlude the real conditions of children’s lives, with the  
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complexity and diversity of children’s lives typically reduced and abstracted... into some 

notional, highly symbolized and usually singular ... “child”37.  

 

However, although this use of children as aesthetic and symbolic material might suggest 

otherwise, the process used to create the work positioned inclusive practice forefront; it 

recognised the role of cultural and creative agency for the child performers and scaffolded, 

and thereby created, an equitable framework for participation (within the confines of an 

adult-led process). In tension with these elements of practice is the particular ethical 

quagmire of using child performers as aesthetic material. This notion sits in direct conflict 

with predominant principles of both Youth Arts and inclusive practice that would position 

theatre as a ‘vehicle for the exercise, exploration and articulation of children’s ideas, 

perspectives and experiences’38 and privilege ideas of child-centredness and empowerment. 

As these two reviews below reflect:  

 

The two young child performers – a boy and a girl – do not ‘act’, as such, but one infers 

they are not meant to.  They remain children, that is, ‘innocent’, perhaps not even 

understanding the hugely significant nature of what they are representing – or, more 

accurately, understanding it in their own way39.  

 

And these kids are less interested in the toy than the box it came in40.  

 

Although the work is created through a process that emphasises cultural agency, 

collaboration and inclusion, Book of Exodus Part I is not a platform for children’s voices or 

ideas, nor it is designed to showcase the lived experiences of the child performers. Instead, 

the work functions as a frame for the affective and symbolic representational fields that 

children inhabit from the perspective of the adult. In particular, Book of Exodus Part I 

 
37 Burman, Developments, 11. 
38 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 27. 
39 Michael Brindley, “ Book of Exodus Part 1”, Stage Whispers, last accessed November 
2019. http://www.stagewhispers.com.au/reviews/book-exodus-part-1. 
40 Chris Boyd, “Book of Exodus: Troubled retelling of Passover story” The Australian, June 6 
2017, https://www.theaustralian.com.au/arts/stage/book-of-exodus-troubled-retelling-of-
passover-story. 
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demonstrates the political potential of the child performer by revealing how children can 

serve as signifiers of possibility in theatre. Kathryn Bond Stockton writer in her provocative 

book The Queer Child or Growing Sideways in the 21st Century, that children symbolically 

function as not-yet beings and are the bearers of the unsayable in humanity.  

 

The child is precisely who we are not and never were. It is the act of adults looking 

back. It is a ghostly, unreachable fantasy. 41   

 

These ideas from Stockton regarding the symbolic meaning of the child may provide some 

insight into what it might be that draws artists towards working with children as collaborators 

and performers as they investigate specific ideas in performance and utilise the aesthetic 

potential of children for these investigations. It may be possible to suggest that the child also 

functions as a vehicle for an adult audience’s own remembering, whereby the child performer 

acts as a gateway into the lived experience of the adult spectator as they recall their own 

experiences of childhood prompted by the performance of the child onstage. 

 

I argue that these works invite a new kind of spectatorial relationship by challenging the 

traditional adult-child social contract whereby children are positioned as in need of protection 

and adults charged with the responsibility of that protection. This insight intersects with the 

argument around the ethical nature of this work that I set out in the beginning of this thesis. 

Like all work featuring child performers created within the paradigm of professional 

contemporary performance and designed for adult audiences, the process of creation and the 

cultural product itself raise questions of ethical practice and ethical dramaturgy. Ridout 

argues that children in performance highlight the exploitative nature of all theatre and 

suggests that our ‘unease’ is yet another element of the anxiety essential to the ‘ontology of 

theatre’42. In entering the fraught territory of adult-child relations, the Book of Exodus Part I 

is able to  expand dominant understandings of children and childhood, harness the 

transformative potential of the child performer and champion a process that respects the 

ethical tensions bound up in a collaboration between adult artist and child performer. 

 
41 Kathryn Bond Stockton, The Queer Child or Growing Sideways in the Twentieth Century, 
(Durham and London; Duke University Press, 2009), 80.  
42 Ridout, Stage Fright, Animals and Other Theatrical Problems, 139. 
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Further, my observation of the process provides insights into how artists address the complex 

issue of ethical practice in a work that uses children and their bodies as symbolic and aesthetic 

material for adult consumption. Adele Senior argues that performances featuring children 

prompt a rethinking of the child’s potential to generate political intervention and perform 

acts of political agency43. Senior also considers the ethical quality of children in relation to 

adult spectators in her analysis of Under the Covers, a performance work featuring children 

on stage, when she states that ‘…the power and control appeared to be in the hands of the 

‘knowing adult spectator at the expense of the ‘unknowing child performer’44 and this 

research considers the creation process itself as a fraught site for power relationships that 

require careful ethical know-how. The process of observing rehearsals for Book Of Exodus 

Part I reveals some of the creative strategies contemporary artists are using to navigate this 

tension Senior identifies.  

 

Conclusion 
 

The reviews of Book of Exodus Part I were overwhelming positive; adult audiences were taken 

with the seductive quality of child as signifier and largely seemed to enjoy the questions that 

the child onstage raises and the viewing relationship it demands. The opportunity to observe 

the devising and creation process of the Book of Exodus Part I indicates that there is a shift in 

the dominant adult-child relationship occurring in this work in both the process and the 

outcome, whereby the vulnerability of children is experienced as a quality and strength rather 

than a weakness. The transformative potential of the child helps shape a contemporary 

context on an ancient myth in Book of Exodus Part I and catapults the mythic structures of 

the work into current frames of aesthetic reference.  

 

Central to this creation process has been the use of an inclusive arts practice framework that 

strategically enables informed consent and, to a lesser but significant degree, the cultural 

agency of the child performers. Of particular note in Fraught Outfit’s work with children, is 

the idea of working with coordinates, which can be described as strategic ways of accessing 

the lived experience of children to assist them with understanding the political implications 

 
43 Senior, “Beginners on Stage,” 75. 
44 Ibid. 
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of complex explorations of themes and ideas within a performance work and their use of 

visual maps to support structures of informed consent throughout the making process.  

 

 
Figure 3: Image from Book of Exodus Part I featuring Malek Keegan and Ezra Justin. Photo by Pia 

Johnson courtesy of Fraught Outfit.  

 

This case-study research provides an important insight into the Australian contribution to a 

growing field of practice within contemporary performance-making and suggests new ways 

in which the field of contemporary theatre practice is expanding and evolving. Further it 

provides insights into the kid of creative and aesthetic strategies that might form part of a 

rights-based approach to practice, strategies designed to address ethical tensions, resist 

dominant narratives about children and childhood and harness the political potential of the 

child in performance. 
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6. Case Study 2: Implementing a rights-based approach to 
working with children in contemporary performance 

 

Making The Cabin! 
 

In this chapter I will examine the rehearsal process of preparing The Cabin for an inaugural 

performance season in July 2019. I will include discussion on the strategies I applied as 

director, the dramaturgical and aesthetic strategies used within the process, and read these 

strategies through the lens of a rights-based framework of working with children and young 

people. I will analyse the application of the blended practices of Youth Arts and inclusive 

theatre that I use to collaborate with the cast of children as they developed a work for adult 

audiences, including techniques such as story-sharing and non-verbal and kinaesthetic 

communication tools. I will reflect on the efficacy of these practices, specifically how they 

might foster a creative environment that addresses ideas of ethical participation and power 

relations. My argument is that by privileging children’s voices and ideas, creative artists might 

foster the cultural agency of children, address some of the ethical tensions inherent in a 

collaboration between adult artist and child and disrupt adult-centric lenses and ways of 

seeing and comprehending children. I will refer to observations as laid out in my rehearsal 

journals and planning tools to provide examples and evidence of my reflections on the 

process1.  

          

I will begin this chapter by providing a background to The Cabin! as a theatrical project, 

including how it was conceived and initiated, detail the artists working on the project and its 

development toward the rehearsal process. I will articulate the key materials I use to support 

my process, and to underpin a rights-based approach. As I proceed to undertake an auto-

ethnographic analysis of the rehearsal process and my role within it through the lens of the 

 
1 University ethics approval for this research was limited to an auto-ethnographic process of 
reflection and observation of my own creative process and practice in rehearsal. Ethics 
approval did not extend to interviews with the artists or child performers. This is an ironic 
insight into the protectionist agenda I have earlier identified and demonstrates the limits of 
an institutional understanding of children and their capacities.   
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rights-based approach to practice, I will examine specifically the three key strategies I employ 

in the process that I call Story-Sharing, Non-verbal and Kinaesthetic Approaches, and 

Strategies for Holding Space. I will use observations built from my research which include 

personal written journal entries and audio recordings of my thoughts immediately following 

rehearsal. I will also draw on the critical reviews that the performance produced to support 

my argument that the rights-based approach to working with children in performance can 

foster cultural agency and platform children’s voices ideas and respond and disrupt shifting 

precepts of childhood and children in dominant public discourse.  

 

Case Study 2 

 

The concept, script and story for The Cabin was developed over a two-year period as lead 

artist Joseph O’ Farrell (hereafter known as JOF) worked with primary school students aged 

between 6 and 12 years across the UK and Australia at both in-school and arts-centre 

supported workshops. Sometimes the workshops ran for one day, and other times they were 

week-long intensives with the same group of child collaborators. In this way, a script emerged 

for The Cabin!, sculpted and formed by JOF through this series of interactions and 

contributions with children.   

 

The workshops for The Cabin! ran throughout 2017 and 2018 and explored a range of material 

connected to urban myths and horror stories with the children. Gradually a narrative, some 

characters and some clear design directives emerged which became the basis for a horror-

comedy show known as The Cabin. JOF describes a ‘huge, rich tapestry of ideas’ 2  that came 

from this development and this material was brought into a process with the creative team 

on the show to develop the dramaturgical structure that would frame the ideas. Essentially, 

the structure of ‘the children’s variety show’, hosted by ‘the worst theatre director ever’ 

emerged as a framework to showcase the visual design, characters, stories, sounds and 

images the children had developed through the workshop process. The ideas and writing from 

 
2 Joseph O’Farrell in interview with Richard Watts, “ A Huge Tapestry of Ideas’ Collaborated 
with kids to create Cabin! A Terrifying Horror Show”. SmartArts, (RRR), published July 4, 
2019, https://www.rrr.org.au/on-demand/segments/a-huge-tapestry-of-ideas-collaborated-
by-kids-to-create-cabin-a-terrifying-horror-show. 
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the children were sometimes executed and realised by professional artists (for example, the 

‘Messy Monster’ who featured in the show was a story and drawing from a 10 year old in the 

UK which was executed as a 3 metre high Banraku style puppet by professional designers and 

operated by the child performers ). Oftentimes material went into the show exactly in its 

original form (the two page monologue executed by the Secretary character played by Emily 

Tomlins toward the end of the show is a case in point).  

 

Our rehearsal process consisted of a week-long creative development intensive in the April 

school holiday period in 2019, followed by a series of rehearsals after school and on 

weekends in the lead up to the July premiere3.  

 

In order to answer the research questions about the rights-based approach as an ethical 

framework for collaboration, the children and their guardians were asked to consent to their 

director documenting her own process in this project, by including the planning for rehearsal 

as part of the research material, making some reflective notes on their decisions and their 

choice of activities during rehearsal breaks and after rehearsal.  

 

These notes involved:  

- Reflections on practice including which generative tasks have been selected and why 

- Reflections and detail on what frameworks are creating interesting material and which 

ones less so 

- Notes on creative choices that are made that shape the material for presentation.  

 

The artists and establishing a rights-based framework of practice 
 

Throughout the rehearsal period, the key artists involved included JOF, the lead artist who 

conceived and initiated the project and performs in it; Emily Tomlins, who developed the 

script and performs in the show, Steph O’ Hara; the sound designer; Emily Barrie and Daryll 

 
3 Please see the appendix for a further information related to the rehearsal schedule, an 
annotated script and a schematic of the key modalities of the workshops.   
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Cordell,  who were responsible for set and costume design; Jen Hector, the lighting designer; 

Rose Pidd, the Stage Manager; Kate Hancock and Jo Porter who produced the project and Ben 

Adams, the Assistant Director.  

 

With the exception of Ben Adams who came to the project as a directing intern from his 

Masters in Directing course at the Victorian College of the Arts, this creative team was 

selected by JOF, and brought a range of different experiences in terms of working with 

children and young people to the making process.  Upon starting with this project, I met with 

the creative team and briefed them about the research I was undertaking and the 

methodology I was bringing to the rehearsal process; specifically, what I planned to test. It 

was useful and necessary to position the idea of children as rights-bearers, as equal creative 

collaborators from the outset of the process and most practitioners responded positively to 

these ideas, or were familiar with them already from their prior professional experiences.  

 

There were eleven children overall in the cast aged between 10 and 14 years. The cast 

consisted of two groups of five (known to us as Cast Blood and Cast Gore), and a teenage 

musician who featured in every show. The children all came from my existing networks within 

Youth Arts, and all but one of them I had worked with on other creative projects in the last 

three years. The children came from a broad range of familial, religious, cultural and socio-

economic backgrounds, and lived between Balaclava in the south of Melbourne and Meadow 

Heights in the outer metropolitan north of the city. Some cast members presented with mild 

learning disabilities and one had English as a second language.  

 

My existing relationship with all the families, children and parents involved in the project 

meant that there was a significant amount of trust and goodwill from the outset to work with, 

which was useful for explaining to parents that the project was a horror show, written by kids 

for adult audiences. In my journal I note that: 

 

There is some initial surprise and concern at the theme and content of The Cabin!  And 

one parent has specifically described that her child is afraid of horror and recently 

spent two weeks in [the parent’s] bed after exposure to some frightening horror-movie 

material on the internet. This has set up a series of rehearsal ideas for me about how 



 110 

to demystify the horror genre, and reveal how theatre can create horror tropes, or how 

horror exploits ideas of tension and release in the audience4.  

 

Additionally, toward the end of the process we introduced what we termed the ‘Destruction 

Crew’ to the rehearsal process. Made up of seventeen Second Year Acting students from the 

Victorian College of the Arts (students I had been teaching that semester as part of their 

degree) the Destruction Crew were specifically brought into the process to help create a 

series of images and theatrical moments, and to devise an apocalyptic final scene. Like with 

the other creatives, I started the process with the Destruction Crew by positioning the rights-

based framework of working with children and young people at the forefront of their 

experiences. From a journal entry reflecting on their first rehearsal with The Cabin! cast I have 

written: 

 

Today when the Destruction Crew started I told them that this was an invitation being 

extended by the children to participate in their world. This invitation was generous, but 

the acting students must remember that this is a world where children are functioning 

as creative agents, with equal ideas and input to all the adult collaborators. I was 

delighted by their response to this, and at the ease with which they cast their ego aside 

and engaged in the rehearsal tasks and activities as collaborators with the children. I 

have struggled at times to get professional artists with years of experience to do this!  

It was almost as if it was actually easier for the students!5    

    

 

This last note in my journal is pertinent. As students of theatre, the Destruction Crew are 

immersed in a learning framework about the experience and conditions of making theatre 

and thus found it easy to adapt immediately to the idea that the usual adult-child contract 

did not exist in the same way in this space. They embraced the notion that the child 

collaborators had worthy and astute creative observations. Whilst this is certainly not always 

true of all artists with more professional experience, I would suggest that, in my experience, 

 
4 Personal journal entry, March 23, 2019. 
5 Personal journal entry, June 18, 2019. 
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it can be difficult for adult professionals to unlearn their ingrained habits of practice, to resist 

the expert/amateur dichotomy inherent in the child/adult relationship or to embrace the idea 

of thinking through new ways of making. In order for a rights-based practice with children to 

succeed, it is critical that all adult collaborators have the same view of children not as future 

people, but as people right now, and that they are prepared to concede modes of power in a 

creative process. At times, this may mean putting aside any artistic ego and supporting new 

ways of seeing and experiencing the making process. As artist Emily Tomlins noted in an 

interview with Richard Watts on RRR radio before opening night, children should be seen ‘not 

as future makers, but as collaborators and present-makers’6 and a shared understanding of 

this idea amongst central adult collaborators is critical for fostering an equitable process 

where cultural agency can thrive7. Selecting collaborators who can embrace these ideas and 

contexts for projects that adopt a rights-based framework of creative practices is critical for 

the success of this model of making performance.  

 

Key materials required 
 

The following is a list of key materials I use in my creative process and that are useful tools 

for fostering a rights-based method of working with children and young people: 

 

• A large space, where it is okay to be noisy and run around; 

• Snacks (apples, muesli bars and snake lollies) available to eat throughout the rehearsal 

and at structured break times; 

• A whiteboard (ideally on wheels); 

• Many different coloured whiteboard markers; 

• Butchers paper in large sheets; 

• Many different coloured sharpie pens; 

• Music (this can be recorded or live); 

 
6Emily Tomlins in interview with Watts “’A Huge Tapestry of Ideas’”.  
7 You can hear more about what I think the necessary ingredients are for a working 
methodology that embraces play and cultural agency in my 2018 keynote at the Victorian 
Creative State Summit: https://vimeo.com/277576475/. 
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• Chairs that can be stacked out of the way. At least one chair for each person in the 

room; 

• Adult collaborators who are prepared for their creative contributions to occur through 

the medium of play. 

 

Story-sharing 
 

In the next section of the chapter I will detail how the creative strategy of story-sharing 

provides a means by which children can have impact and influence on the development of 

the performance work and contribute to what I term a ‘collaborative dramaturgy’. I argue 

that a collaborative dramaturgy positions them as artistic decision-makers within the context 

of performance-making and that this is a crucial way of addressing the demand of the rights-

based approach to ensuring that children’s voices and ideas are platformed, and that their 

views are taken seriously.  

 

Although the script for The Cabin! already had shape by the time I started on the project, it 

was important to make time right from the outset of the process for story-sharing between 

key creatives, including child performers, based on the theme of the show. This methodology 

works as an interpretive process that connects the material in the written text with the lived 

experiences and imaginative world of the performers. McAuley identifies that where this is 

an existing written script, rehearsals will commonly start with a group reading of the whole 

text, and then a period of ‘table work’ as performers and creatives excavate the text for 

meaning, usually through reading it aloud8. In contrast, we began our first creative 

development with a series of brainstorms and story-sharing exercises exploring ‘what makes 

something scary’ and ‘what are the things that keep you awake at night’ without ever looking 

directly at the written text. We listed all the ideas put forward by the children in response to 

these two ideas; we grouped these responses into categories (inside/outside, real/not real 

etc) and discussed common themes that were emerging. Children shared their experiences 

of being scared by something, told stories of various times that something had frightened 

them, or they had experienced a fright and we discussed how fear manifests in the body.  We 

 
8 McAuley, Not Magic But Work, 5. 
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used the physical responses to create a short improvisation that saw both adults and children 

cast members develop a series of gestural patterns related to how fear affects and sits in the 

body. These gestural patterns formed a key part of the movement vocabulary for the 

performance enabling the child performers to take creative ownership of their character’s 

physicality with an understanding of what thinking underpinned these artistic choices. It’s 

important to note here that children were invited to share stories, not requested to. As in all 

group dynamics, some were very keen to share, others took some time to feel safe and were 

encouraged by the participation of the adults and their peers in the process. In the end all 

children shared something, but they were not required to. 

 

We also engaged in a series of exercises about horror movies and the elements required to 

make something scary (tension, surprise, darkness, shock, rhythms etc). We physically 

constructed and reconstructed scenes from horror movies that the children recalled in order 

to demystify and identify the elements that made up the ’fear’ in each scene.  We mapped 

these discoveries back on to the text for The Cabin!, as the children identified key horror 

tropes and the theatrical elements that might be required in order to scare an audience. We 

used this discovery process to start to build key scenes with the cast.  

 

Story- sharing was also a central part of a mask-making activity that occurred very early on in 

our creative development intensive in April. The characters the children play in The Cabin are 

called the Cereal Box 5, named so because they wore masks made out of cereal boxes in an 

attempt to cover up their ‘zombiefied’ faces. We brought in cereal boxes and craft materials 

and each child spent time making their own mask. As this activity occurred, I made this 

observation in my rehearsal journal: 

 

There is so much care taken and thoughtfulness put into the creation of each mask! 

The children are experimenting with possible character backstory, imagining and 

articulating where this character sits in the classroom (up the back, near the teacher, 

on the side! All locations imbued with some invisible but shared meaning or 
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understanding) and which subjects they like or don’t like (My person is good at sport! 

My character hates maths!) etc9. 

 

This observation reflects the importance of providing time and space for story-sharing in the 

rehearsal process to enable children’s understanding and imaginative development of a world 

which may ultimately become the knowledge that creates opportunity for artistic decision-

making within a creative process. This conversation detailed above gradually translated into 

an exercise to develop introductory text for each character, written by the child who created 

the character back story. The following is an example of some of the children’s character back 

story, written by the children and used to introduce them during the show: 

 

1. Please welcome Nutri Grain. Nutri Grain’s favourite food is human flesh, submerged 

in cheese. 

2. This is Coco Pops. Coco Pops’ one regret is being alive. Incidentally Coco Pops has a 

pet worm, but just the bottom end. 

3. Let’s hear it for Honey Wheats. Honey Wheats’ favourite food is hot dogs made from 

real dog meat. 

4. Please welcome Corn Flakes. Corn Flakes hates gorgeous people. And has a half-eaten 

pet dog named Brian.  

5. This is Milo. Milo loves satanic rituals and has a pet rock named Dot. 

From The Cabin! script, 2019. 

 

 

Through this process a sense of ownership of each character occurred, and this was useful for 

enabling the children to navigate possible dramaturgically consistent pathways for each 

character as the show progressed. For example, one child remarked that it made sense that 

later in the story he was the character who tricked an audience member into cursing the 

theatre because his character (as he had developed it) loves satanic rituals. This process also 

helped to disrupt the adult-centric lens on the work, contributing to the experience (from an 

adult perspective) of the text being ‘a mash-up’ and ‘stitched together’ as the child-led 

 
9 Personal journal entry, April 13, 2019. 



 115 

narrative offers a different trajectory that might be understood as more lumpy and less 

smooth and seamless10. This aesthetic was described by Cameron Woodhead, arts critic and 

reviewer for Melbourne’s The Age newspaper thusly:  

 

They've made a Frankenstein's monster of a play, stitching schlocky genre tropes 

together into an appalling corpse, reanimated by the spark of meta-theatrical 

absurdity.11 

 

This description of the performance by Woodhead aptly speaks to the core tension in the 

work between the adult-centric lens and child-centric lens. As ideas of what makes something 

scary, or funny, or important competed between adult concepts and child-led concepts, the 

result could well be described as a dramaturgical patchwork, stitched together like a 

Frankenstein Monster as Woodhead describes, not seamless or invisible, but obvious, 

apparent and rough.  

 

Observation One 

 

Through this process of examining fear and sharing our personal experiences of being scared 

a key theme emerged that provided a layer of meta-textual understanding into the script. 

Children consistently identified that one of the scariest images they had seen, or that kept 

them awake at night worrying was the catastrophic possibilities of climate change. They 

described visceral responses to recent David Attenborough documentaries. In a particularly 

memorable session which took place the day after the 2019 Australia Federal election, which 

saw the conservative right of politics resoundingly and unexpectedly returned to power, a 

journal entry reflects on one 10 year old cast member who identified the new face of her fear 

as the ‘Prime Minister who brought a lump of coal into parliament as if it was a shiny 

rainbow’12. We circled around all these ideas and themes in regular discussions with the 

 
10 Cameron Woodhead, “The Cabin: a theatrical horror show written by kids for adult,” The 
Age, published July 8, 2019, https://www.theage.com.au/entertainment/theatre/the-cabin-
a-theatrical-horror-show-written-by-kids-for-adults-20190707-p524wr.html  
11 Ibid. 
12 Personal Journal Entry, May 20, 2019. 
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performers throughout the process of making The Cabin!, inviting their reflections and 

responses and together we collectively incorporated these ideas into the work itself. These 

ideas were led by the child collaborators and picked up and further developed by the adult 

artists. As Anne-Marie Peard, reviewer from Sometimes Melbourne, notes: 

 

The Cabin has all the delight while still looking at how genuine fear is so often 

dismissed. If a child is scared, take notice.13 

 

Developed through story-sharing as both an oral exercise and a physical improvisation, we 

found a meta-theatrical narrative in the performance text that underpinned our examination 

of fear, horror and fright, and as this theme unfolded in the work itself, we can see that 

children are both shaped by, and can shape their cultural context. Further, this aspect of the 

work has been created through a ‘collaborative dramaturgy14’ such as the one identified by 

Rossmanith in her work on rehearsal room strategies in contemporary performance, where 

material is devised between practitioners and collaborators and is collectively owned. Within 

a rights-based framework of performance-making with children, a collaborative dramaturgy 

creates the conditions which disrupt and challenge dominant power structures within adult-

child relationships in both the process of creation and the way in which a child on stage is 

read and understood by an adult audience member. By requiring an adult collaborator and 

an adult artist to find new ways of thinking about the contribution of children, a collaborative 

dramaturgy resists the dominant adult-centric lens, specifically through resistance of the 

framing of the child in performance as vulnerable and in need of protection; and instead, it 

focuses on the strengths and capacities of children as equal collaborators with capacity to 

meaningfully contribute to civic and cultural discourse.  

 

Non-verbal and kinaesthetic approaches 
 

 
13 Anne-Marie Peard, “The Cabin! Review,” Sometimes Melbourne, published July 9, 2019,  
http://sometimesmelbourne.blogspot.com/2019/07/review-cabin.html.  
14 Rossmanith,“Traditions and training in rehearsal practice,” 142. 
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A central idea within the embodied practice of inclusive arts conventions is the notion ‘of 

saying something, saying it again, and then saying it differently’15. This strategy of repeating 

information and returning to information in different ways is about ensuring that a diversity 

of individuals can encounter an idea, concept or piece of information in a way most suited to 

their needs. This idea extends to presenting information in a range of formats, verbally, 

visually and kinaesthetically and from the perspective of a right-based approach to 

performance-making with children, is a strategy designed to ensure that children within the 

process have access to the material and ideas which are being engaged with so that they are 

equal collaborators in any process of artistic decision-making. In this next section of the 

chapter I will detail the strategies I used in the process that can be understood as non-verbal 

and kinaesthetic and discuss the efficacy of these strategies in addressing power imbalances, 

specifically those between adult and child. 

 

Daily visual map 

 

One clear demonstration of non-verbal approaches to conveying information is the visual 

map that pictorially depicts the planned activities of the rehearsal, a strategy I have spoken 

about in the Fraught Outfit process in the previous chapter. This is a strategy for working with 

children that was developed during my time as Artistic Director of Youth Arts company St 

Martins and borrows from established inclusive theatre practice processes16. I utilised this 

process in The Cabin! rehearsals also, and developed a strategy for enabling the cast to 

collectively name the way we approach things. For example, the child performers started to 

name our scene-work time ‘the making and the playing time’ and our debrief at the end of 

each rehearsal period was, ‘the questions and the answers time’. This naming process serves 

to engender collective ownership of both the process and the rehearsal agenda for each day. 

 
15Alice Fox and Hannah Macpherson, “Chapter 1: Situation Inclusive Arts: aesthetics, 
politics, enconters,” Inclusive Arts Practice and Research, (London & New York: Routledge, 
2015), 1-34. Available here, last accessed November 2019: 
http://arts.brighton.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/195717/Chapter-1-Inclusive-Arts-
Practice-and-Research.pdf.  
16 I would like to acknowledge Melbourne-based Inclusive Arts Practitioner Katrine Gabb 
who is responsible for introducing St Martins to Visual Maps as a key strategy of 
performance-making with children.  
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It worked to shape the function of these activities and processes, as through naming them as 

part of an ‘agenda’ for the rehearsal for the day and the child performers were also identifying 

what might be required from these processes to serve their creativity and understanding of 

the material.    

 

As we moved through the rehearsal we would cross off each activity on the map before 

moving on to the next one and at the end of each rehearsal we would gather round the map 

again, mirroring where we started at the beginning of rehearsal and use the map as a tool to 

collectively reflect on the activities we had undertaken across the course of the rehearsal. 

This was often an opportunity for performers to ask questions about how the material was 

shaping up, or how the material might end up being relevant or useful to the work. It also 

meant we were collectively identifying what else we would need to do in the next rehearsal, 

meaning power was diffused and did not sit solely with one (adult) decision-maker who 

steered the direction of each rehearsal.  

 

 
Figure 4: Image of two whiteboards with visual maps of rehearsal activities for The Cabin! 

 

Observation Two: 

The visual map of the planned activities provided a focal point for the beginning and end of 

rehearsal, and as part of the process we developed a system where I would work through the 
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map with the performers, then ask a child to give their version of the activities I had just 

explained. In this way information was repeated and reframed allowing multiple 

understandings of an activity to exist. This was a productive way of entering a devising process 

where multiple possibilities and ways of thinking were embraced and celebrated. As a 

strategy this helps ensure that a series of important and critical things are occurring as the 

creative process unfolds, it supports a level of informed and progressive consent occurring as 

child performers are encouraged to understand an activity before undertaking it. It underpins 

the diffusion of power as knowledge and decision-making is shared collectively across a group 

rather than resting with an individual or a group of (adult) individuals and it fosters the 

experience of cultural agency as child performers and all collaborators shape the context and 

conditions of the creative process.  

 

Script movement visual map 

 

Another strategy I employed to present information non-verbally was to create what we 

called ‘a movement map’ to represent the characters’ physical movement, gesture and 

expression in each scene. The map was presented as a grid which used pictures and arrows 

to depict the physical blocking of each scene. We put this map onto the wall of the space for 

each rehearsal and referred back to it and adjusted it as scenes developed. In my journal I 

note that: 

 

The cast are referring to the movement map often! The cast have identified that it 

works much like a musical score, signalling moments of great action and tension when 

the stage is busy and building to a crescendo, and moments that are more still or 

slow17.   

        

In this way, we made the kinaesthetic information visual and created a tool that enabled the 

performers to visualise the show in its entirety as a series of gestures, movements and 

moments. Different cast members had different relationships with this tool, and as the 

journal entry indicates, the tool was useful for providing an understanding of the show to cast 

 
17 Personal journal entry, May 23, 2019. 
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members who had existing knowledge of musical scores and how they might notate a feeling 

or rhythmic experience with symbols and patterns. Finding ways to connect to the existing 

knowledge of the child performers was an important strategy for me to both build equitable 

collaborative relationships and empower the children as artists within the process as a rights-

based approach demands.   

 
Figure 5: Image of the script movement map 

 

The Cabin! Game 

 

As part of a kinaesthetic approach to assist in the development of the gestural language of 

the world, and to provide a context for exploration centred around play, I developed a warm-

up based on an existing game that the children already knew; a game colloquially called ‘The 

Captain’s Ship’. Traditionally, this game involves the players responding to the game master 

by performing actions to phrases such as ‘climb the rigging!, aye aye captain!, clear the deck!’ 

and racing to avoid being the last person to touch the east wall (Port) or the west wall 

(Starboard) when it was called out. We adapted this game to introduce physical ideas for 

characters movement to explore through play, such as ‘twitch’, ‘vomit’, ‘clean the vomit’, 

‘cluster’, ‘wall walk’. As the game developed the performers would introduce their own ideas 

into this format such as ‘zombie’, ‘shadow’ and ‘die’. We would wear the practice cereal 

boxes, which were the basis of the character masks during the game also. Although this game 
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can be understood as directed, rule-bound play, it is structed to foster improvisation and 

interpretation. Some childhood scholars argue that children are more skilled than adults in 

domains such as imaginative dexterity, improvisation and creative inter-play and this game 

plays to these strengths and capacities functioning as a tool to subvert the expert/amateur 

dichotomy which is a tension in adult-child relationships18.  

 

Observation Three:  

The Cabin! Game played to children’s strengths, and often confounded the adult participants 

who struggled with the speed in which it unfolded and the task of having to hold a duality of 

ideas in their minds simultaneously which is what the game demands.  

 

The game really came into its own as a rehearsal tool when we started filming it and showing 

it back to the performers. This was when the cast was able to see the way that movement 

was scalable, so could be played really large or quite subtly. Specifically, filming the game 

provided a way of allowing the children to reach their own understandings about the impact 

of the removal of their facial expressions through use of mask and what this meant in terms 

of information being conveyed through the body and gesture to an audience. The filming of 

the game created an unselfconscious context in which the children could freely explore and 

experiment with possible physicality and then watch it back to engage in critical selection and 

individual curation of character movement. A specific example of this is one cast member 

watching the filmed game and recognising that his physical response to the provocation 

‘twitch’ was distinctly different from any other performer. We unpacked this together and he 

described what he was imagining was happening to his body (a bug crawling around under 

his skin), which was informing this movement. In addition to developing this movement for 

his own character, the other cast members were challenged to develop their own ‘rationale’ 

for the ‘twitch’ movement. Child performers would articulate their choice to ‘twitch’ to 

‘really, really bright blinding light in my eyes, or freezing ice melting on top of your head and 

dripping down your back’, and other such stimulus19.  This capacity to be informed artistic 

 
18 Lion Bresler and Christine Thompson (eds.), The Arts in Children’s Lives: Context, Culture 
and Curriculum, (Dordrecht: Springer, 2002), 9-13. 
19 Personal Journal entry, May 18, 2019. 
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decision-makers within the creative process clearly reflects the privileging of cultural agency 

that the rights-based process is designed to foster.    

 

The Cabin! graphic script 

 

JOF and I decided prior to embarking on the rehearsal period with the child performers that 

it would be useful to remove the written text from the process altogether, as the written text 

wouldn’t be accessible to all performers, and to create a graphic performance script like a 

cartoon that told the story of this work and was open to interpretation and possibility.  JOF 

designed a beautiful document, and each performer was given their own script in a gold folder 

(to signify its importance!); and this script was used as our performance text throughout the 

process. Performers mapped feelings and gestures and movement sequences onto this script 

as the rehearsal process unfolded (refer to Figure 6). The graphic novel functions both as an 

accessible script, and a tool for understanding the visual world and aesthetic narrative of the 

work.  It enabled the child performer to find their own way into the creative material and the 

possibility of the work that the pre-written text may have otherwise closed down. As part of 

the process, I encouraged the children to draw how they imagined their character would look 

behind the cereal box mask they wore onstage (their characters were all infected by some 

sort of zombie creating, flesh eating, disease virus!). Some included these drawings and 

visualisation into their personal script; and some children also coloured the script in, or added 

images of how light or sound worked in each scene.  Extracts of the children’s graphic scripts 

and rehearsal journals were displayed in the foyer of the theatre from opening night.  

 

Observation Four: 

The graphic scripts became a critical personal tool for mapping the development of the show 

for each child collaborator. They provide an important child-centred lens on the work, and 

the format is so familiar to this particular age range of children because of the prevalence in 

children’s literature of these kind of graphic novels (e.g. Diary of A Wimpy Kid, Captain 

Underpants etc). Child performers were seen sitting with their scripts on break, sharing how 

they are notating and designing their own journey through the show with each other. At 

times, child performers would approach me with script in hand to ask a question about a 

moment in the show, or to offer an idea or thought about a particular scene or character 
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interaction. The scripts functioned as a kind of journal, a tool for sharing and collecting 

responses, ideas and thoughts for the child performers. They were a tool of empowerment, 

gateways into critical responses and thinking through the content and possible multiple 

meanings of the images we were presenting in the performance.  

 

 

 
Figure 6: Image of a page from The Cabin! graphic novel by JOF 

 

Strategies for ‘holding space’ 

The psychoanalytical concept of the ‘holding space’20 was a useful convention to apply 

throughout the rehearsal period and supported the attempt to create a space that was both 

brave and safe for the performers and, as psychiatrist Mark Epstein has described it, would 

enable their ‘uninterrupted flow of self’21. Arts Education theorist Judith McLean suggests 

 
20 See psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott’s book, Playing and Reality (1971) for initial writing 
on ideas of the holding space and Judith McLean, “Creating Inner Lives” (2004) for the 
application of Winnicott’s ideas in Arts Education theory. 
21 Mark Epstein, Going on Being, (New York: Broadway Books, 2001), 30. 
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that without fostering a space in which children experience trust and feel safe, little real 

collaboration can take place22. The challenge within a creative process then is to create an 

environment in which children are meaningfully interacting and engaging with adults and 

complex and conceptual ideas, whilst experiencing an inversion of the social code between 

adults and children that governs many other spheres of child engagement, particularly the 

domestic and education contexts that are most familiar to them. The way this space is 

managed must allow children to feel safe to take risks, participate and engage and ask 

questions. This is a key task of the adult director on contemporary performance projects 

working with children as co-collaborators and directly responds to rights-based ideas of 

engaging in an age-appropriate dialogue with children which recognises the adults’ complicity 

in constructing ideas of children’s vulnerabilities23. The following section details the specific 

strategies I used as part of ‘holding space’; fostering an environment which worked to subvert 

dominant power relations between adults and children and connected the rights-based 

approach I was applying to other human rights frameworks and contexts.  

Culture of Space document  

 

Right from the outset of the process, on Day One of rehearsals directly after the 

Acknowledgement of Country, the entire team (creatives, designer, cast, stage managers etc) 

collaborated to create a document (see Figure 7 below), which I term the ‘Culture of Space’. 

Creating this document is designed to acknowledge that in this space adult-child relations 

may function differently to other spaces and to detail what expectations we might have of 

each other. This document was on the wall of every rehearsal space in every rehearsal; we 

acknowledged and updated it as we progressed through the process. Designed to work on a 

number of levels as a tool for addressing consent and safe spaces protocols, a major aim for 

this document was to work through the idea with the children that they were able to say ‘no’ 

to any time, to anything, and that right would come without any penalty. We explicitly 

addressed that this meant you could say ‘no’ to anyone at any time, advise that you were 

 
22 Judith Mclean, “Creating inner lives : Theories of learning, selfing, actioning through Arts 
Education. A Beginning”, Change: Transformations in Education, (7, 2 2004), 49.  
23 Tobin, “Understanding Children’s Rights,” 182 and Harry Shier, “ Pathways to 
Participation: Opening, Opportunities and Obligations”,  Children and Society 15, no. 2 
(2001): 107. 
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uncomfortable or didn’t want to do something and that no one was going to get cross with 

you or tell you that you were no longer able to participate in the show. ‘No’ was an available 

option to everyone in the space to apply without fear or favour. We also discussed that we 

wanted to create an environment where you wanted to say ‘yes’ to things because they were 

exciting, or different or challenging; but it was always okay to say ‘no’.  

 

The Culture of Space document enabled a contractual understanding of the behaviours and 

values expected by all collaborators in the process and set up ideas of the mutual exchange 

of learning between adult and child, and the critical notion that the process is not linear and 

that we don’t always know the answers. We began to use the terminology ‘hold on tightly, 

let go lightly’ to describe how ideas might fuel a moment, but sometimes were not the right 

fit or piece of the jigsaw puzzle to move something forward. Ideas contributed may not be 

reflected in the final work, but that neither means that they weren’t useful at the time for 

moving to the next idea, nor indeed that the idea will not return to you at some later point 

and be useful for the next work one might make. Providing this context for child performers 

is a critical part of establishing the practice of cultural agency in the process and addressing 

how democracy and choice might work in the collaboration. It’s also an understanding that 

most adult artists already have, so introducing the concept to child collaborators is useful for 

positioning them equitably.  

 
Figure 7: Image of the Culture of Space document  
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Observation Four 

The Culture of Space document worked beautifully to immediately open up a dialogue 

between adult and child collaborators about how it might work, and what it might look like, 

to create an environment in which the adult human is not necessarily the boss or leader. This 

inversion of the adult-centric space was quickly embraced by the children. By about the third 

rehearsal, the child performers were keen to take on leadership roles on exercises and tasks 

and to lead the room in warm-up games and improvisation exercises.  

 

Acknowledgement of Country 

 

I have recently been building into my practice a way of beginning all rehearsals, meetings or 

sessions involving children and young people that acknowledges country and connects 

children and adults to the critical notion of respect to Australia’s First Nations people. 

Importantly, in the context of performance practice, it is important to link the idea that 

culture and art has a 65,000+ year-long history of occurring on this country, and that by 

participating in this creative process today, we are a tiny part of that continued legacy of 

practice.  

 

To begin, all participants in the rehearsal are either on their hands and knees or positioned 

so they can touch the floor with their hands if possible. In a circle with hands placed flat on 

the ground, we collectively offer our acknowledgement to the First Peoples whose lands we 

are working and creating on. We remember we are making a small contribution to an ongoing 

legacy of practising culture on this country24. At the beginning of the rehearsal process for 

The Cabin!, the Acknowledgement of Country was usually led by me, and as everyone became 

more familiar with the idea and began to contribute to the acknowledgement, it was 

eventually led by the child performers themselves.   

 

 
24 I would like to acknowledge Melbourne-based theatre director Melinda Hetzel 
(www.melindahetzel.com) who first introduced me to the idea of acknowledging country 
with hands on country. 
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The act of the Acknowledgement is also an important part of situating the creative process 

and connecting a rights-based approach to working with children and young people to a deep, 

place-based framework; part of an intersectional understanding of rights, not isolated from 

other rights-based frameworks. As detailed in this chapter, my process of generating material 

situates notions of learning through narrative, rehearsal planning and visualising explicit 

processes, working non-verbally, self-reflectively, working with symbols and images, 

interdisciplinary collaboration, indirect approaches to ideas, and ideas of kinaesthetic 

connection. These are also ideas strongly connected to the 8 ways Aboriginal pedagogy 

developed by the NSW Department of Education and relate to curriculum delivery for young 

people25. The framework is described as ‘merely a starting point for dialogue’ and an 

adaptable system that can be engaged with in a range of different ways. Described as a 

‘protocol of attending to relational obligations in the field you are working in and responding 

holistically to people with integrity and intellectual rigour’, this responsive and continually 

developing practice aligns with my thinking about what a rights-based framework for creative 

practice might include and attend to and is specific to an Australian context of practice.  

 

Child engagement and participation  

 

There are a range of indicators that can be used to assess child engagement and participation 

in a collaborative process, including, as theatre scholar Natasha Budd and sociologists Laura 

Lundy and Lesley McEvoy suggest, self-reflexivity, influencing plans and agendas, contributing 

to discussions, offering ideas and criticism, complexity of their responses to provocations, 

physical confidence in making offers and moving through the space, supporting each other 

through feedback and learning and the depth and fluidity of conversations26. Throughout the 

rehearsal process there are numerous examples where all of these aspects of engagement 

were demonstrated by the child performers. I will focus on one specific moment revolving 

around the Messy Monster puppet that usefully demonstrates how child engagement was 

visible throughout the process, and which looks at the complexity of responses to 

provocations and physical confidence in moving through the space.   

 
25 See https://www.8ways.online. 
26 Budd, Staging Childhoods, 123 and Laura Lundy and Lesley McEvoy, “Children’s Rights and 
Research Processes: Assisting children to (in)formed views”, Childhood, (19, 1 2011) 129 
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The Messy Monster puppet was a Banraku style ‘junk’ puppet made from a combination of 

Chux wipes, colourful household plastics and plastic bags and three mop handles. Designed 

to be operated by five children (one on the centre body pole, one on each arm pole and one 

holding on to each leg) the Messy Monster was responsible for a key moment in the script 

where the children appear to take control of the stage space and the Monster turns one of 

the two adult performers on stage into a Zombie by eating his brains.  It was initially imagined 

that an adult performer would need to take responsibility for the centre pole (which is quite 

heavy and is vital in making the illusion of the puppet work on stage) but the child performers 

were very insistent that they have a go at it first. JOF and Emily (the adult performers), who 

both have experience in working with puppets provided a crash course in puppetry for the 

child performers who were very quick to pick up the movement strategies and rules for 

puppet manipulation. Their developed ensemble sensibility was also drawn on to help them 

realise walking the giant puppet forward onstage and having the puppet attack the adult 

performer. The realisation of the puppet was further complicated by the fact that the children 

were wearing cereal box masks on stage that limited their peripheral and forward vision so 

they needed confidence in each other and the shared experience of physical momentum as 

they were unable to rely on vision and eye-contact to manipulate the puppet. They were very 

successful at this task and my rehearsal journal notes that: 

 

The cast have taken to the job of operating the Messy Monster with confidence and 

joy! I really wasn’t sure they would be physically able to do it and was hesitant about 

the risk involved. But they have made offers about how to operate the feet and 

negotiate the bench onstage, how the puppet might respond to the music on stage 

and how to make the puppet the most scary. They’ve also asked the designer to add 

some fluorescent  glow in the dark bits to the puppet so it’s more reflective under stage 

lights. Providing them with some tools, and then giving them some space to 

collaborate on the puppet without adult input, and then present their findings as show 

and tell worked beautifully to foster their creative decision-making, agency and 

autonomy27.       

 
27 Personal journal entry, June 20, 2019. 
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Hart’s ladder of participation provides another useful model of determining the different 

modalities of participation that the children were involved in throughout the process28.  For 

most of the rehearsal process we utilised throughout The Cabin! the participation model 

would correspond most clearly with Rung 6. Artistic decision-making was often adult-

initiated, but a shared decision-making with young people. This is in contrast to what Hart 

identifies as shared decision-making with adults where a process is young people initiated. 

Either of these modalities of participation are conducive to a rights-based approach, and both 

have benefits for the young people involved. They are in stark contrast to Rungs 2 and 3 on 

Hart’s Ladder where children and young people function as decoration, or as tokens. They 

differ again from Rung 4 where children are informed but assigned participants in a 

collaborative project. I suggest that a rights-based approach to creative practice working with 

children and young people would need to engage a participatory model that reflects no lower 

than Rung 6 in order to ensure that child engagement is equitable with adult participants and 

designed to foster cultural agency.   

Challenges in the Process 
 

In an interview with Richard Watts, Emily Tomlins and JOF discuss the project as a ‘massive 

collaboration’ with kids and articulate how the process has been shaped by the involvement 

of the young people as artistic decision-makers29.  As Tomlin says: 

 

It’s been this beautiful collaboration because the kids that are on the stage have been 

very involved with making this show with us, and our director Sarah Austin has been 

meticulous in making sure everything we do is demystified for them so that they are 

not scared at any point.  

 

In the interview Watts refers to the general trend within the local (Melbourne) sector of work 

that focuses on cultural agency and sees children positioned as the makers and collaborators 

driving the work for adult audiences. He asks about how that may have changed the way art 

 
28 Hart, Children’s Participation. 
29 Tomlins in interview with Watts, “’A Huge Tapestry of Ideas’”.  
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-makers and patrons think about performance and whether it may have transformed creative 

processes and thinking.  At this point, JOF, clearly alluding to the ethical questions bound up 

in the relationships, reflects:  

 

I think an outward-looking sector is important and a sector that empowers people 

who might not readily access the arts and empowers people who might not normally 

have a voice. I think we are seeing that a lot in these climate change protests and the 

children are rising up and given power and sometimes told off for having that power.  

I think there’s an exciting friction there that we are definitely trying to look at in this 

show.   

 

In this next section, I will detail some of the challenges and failings of this ‘meticulous’ 

approach Tomlins refers to above and consider where the rights-based approach to practice 

I am championing may need further development in order to meet its aims and intentions.   

 

Creative agency and the adult-centric lens 

 

Within a Youth Arts pedagogy, it is highly unusual to create new work in a model where a 

script is written by unknown other children who are not present in the rehearsal process, and 

then brought to life and performed by a different set of children. There are complicated issues 

that arise here around intellectual property and agency and I don’t think these issues were 

necessarily addressed in the project design and realisation. The ‘borrowing’ of children’s ideas 

was publicly acknowledged throughout The Cabin promotion and part of the public discourse 

surrounding the work. Indeed, the show was billed and promoted as a ‘horror story written 

by kids for adult audiences’. JOF was quoted on the Australian Arts Review website as saying: 

‘ Everything from the set, characters and sound has been designed by primary school students 

to create a gory, truly horrifying and darkly comical theatrical experience for their adult 

audience’30. While this is certainly the case, the dramaturgical hand of the adult artist was 

 
30 JOF, in “The Cabin!” Arts Review, published une 28, 2019.  https://artsreview.com.au/the-
cabin/.  
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certainly present and evident in the work as this quote below from reviewer Suzanne Sandow 

of Stage Whispers suggests: 

 

There can be no doubting the sincerity of the makers of The Cabin, but it feels like it 

would more appropriately be labelled: A horror show inspired by genuine, strong and 

interesting ideas from kids - written, developed and mostly presented by adults.31 

 

There are still questions though about ownership in terms of how the material generated in 

the workshops informed the work. Whilst professional theatre created with, by and for kids 

is frequently (if not in fact always) overseen, curated or scaffolded by an adult artist; and the 

extent to which this is visible can differ enormously. I would suggest that future practitioners 

who work in this way might consider how to attribute aspects of the work more closely to the 

children with the original conception and maintain a collaboration throughout a rehearsal 

process. It may also be useful to consider what contemporary theatre-making methodologies 

might offer for working within a paradigm of consent for collectively devised ideas.  

 

Child’s voice  

 

There was an aesthetic choice made early on in the creation process to not have the child 

performers speak vocally during the show. The effect of this choice has a number of 

ramifications, which include but are not limited to: the tension in attempting to platform 

children’s voices and ideas without them actually speaking; the nullifying of the political 

power of their presence by silencing their voices; and the effect on audience of highlighting 

the glaring silence of the children and the absence of their voice. As Sandow observes: 

 

There is a marvellous animated work of kids drawings that is narrated by O’Farrell.  I 

have to say I so desperately wanted to hear children’s voices here to further 

enhance their inspired drawings32. 

 
31 Suzanne Sandow, “The Cabin,” Stage Whispers, last accessed November, 2019. 
http://www.stagewhispers.com.au/reviews/cabin.  
32 Suzanne Sandow, “The Cabin, Stage Whispers, last accessed November 2019. 
http://www.stagewhispers.com.au/reviews/cabin.  
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Whilst we do hear children’s voices through the soundscape (both recorded and live), in the 

form of choir singing and other vocal noise, the only time we hear a child’s voice and see it 

coming from a child live on stage is when the teenage guitarist says, ‘I’m scared. Can you call 

my Mum?”, to the Secretary character toward the end of the show and just prior to the 

guitarist being killed off.  

 

This decision to not have the children speak is a difficult one to align with a rights-based 

approach that values the active participation of children and their entitlement to be heard. 

At face value, the lack of the speaking voice of children in The Cabin! serves to position the 

children as passive agents in the work with the adults on stage speaking for them and 

reinforces the old adage from a welfare model understanding of children as objects that 

should be seen but not heard. Further, this lack of voice is complicated by the character JOF 

plays - the overbearing, verbose and pompous and ‘narrator-like’ character who appears in 

some ways to dominate the space.  However, the decision to have the teen guitarist speak 

had the effect of amplifying the importance of the child’s voice in this moment as it was the 

only time we heard it live onstage. Likewise, when the children remove their masks at the end 

of the show, and we see their faces for the first time, and they stare back at the audience as 

the apocalypse unfolds around them, a moment of rupture is created. The tension in the 

moment in which the children stare at the adult audiences member is powerful precisely 

because it emerges from their previous silence and the invisibility of their faces behind the 

masks. The silence and control of the child performers reads very loudly in the face of the 

out-of-control screaming and roaring of the others onstage, offstage and in the audience 

around them. 
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Figure 8: Image of child cast member in rehearsal for The Cabin! that was in the foyer on display for 

the season of performance 

 

Conclusion 
 

As theatre scholar Matthew Reason has stated in relation to audience of young people in the 

theatre. ‘every child must feel – both during and after the show – that “if I hadn’t been there, 

the show would have been different’’’33.  This notion of the importance of a child feeling they 

have shaped a performance reflects my observations from the rehearsal process and season 

of the The Cabin! detailed throughout this chapter. The child performers in The Cabin! felt an 

enormous sense of ownership over the performance work, and this was detailed to me in 

some of the cards they wrote to me after the show, thanking me for their involvement (I also 

wrote cards to each of them!) I argue that this experience stemmed from a rehearsal process 

that valued their contributions and ideas equally to adult contributors. Because of ethics 

restrictions within the University orthodoxy, which positions children within a vulnerability 

 
33  Matthew Reason, The Young Audience: Exploring and Enhancing Children’s Experiences of 
Theatre, (London: Trentham Books, 2010), 41. 
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paradigm, I am unable to share their personal reflections on this idea and thus have to make 

assumptions on their behalf, based on observations. Interestingly, because two casts were 

required for the show to meet Victorian Child Labour Laws, the child performers, with the 

exception of the teenage guitarist who performed every night, were able to see the other cast 

performing the work in ‘their roles’. They were greatly interested in the different nuances 

that the other performer would bring to their character, or moment in the work, and felt that 

the two casts had made two quite different shows. As Gay McAuley observes of mainstream 

rehearsal processes in an Australian context: 

 

In the theatrical processes described here, it is the actors who are always central, their 

questions, their perceptions, their technical skills, their bodies, and the deepest levels 

of their own emotional lives are what transform and sublimate the written words, 

creating unique and unrepeatable performance events34. 

          

McAuley’s observation of the centrality of the performer rings true of the rehearsal process 

for The Cabin! and our collective creative task of transcribing the ideas of 200 school children 

into a performance work for an adult audience. Each child and adult performer approached 

this task through a personal lens and brought a distinct and nuanced realisation of their 

character into the work. The two casts created two different performances that each had a 

quite unique rhythm and subtlety and were certainly ‘unrepeatable performance events’ as 

McAuley describes above.  This reveals that the children executed a creative ownership over 

the material, as the individually nuanced and supported artistic choices for their character 

extended to costume, physicality and narrative trajectory.  

 

In a review of The Cabin! in The Age newspaper, Cameron Woodhead notes the following:  

 

The old theatre maxim–never work with animals or children–is broken only by the 

brave…If children with cereal boxes on their heads will make you want to run 

screaming, give this one a miss, because that's the tip of the iceberg in a show that 

offers an entire Village of the Damned of thrills…There are cute but creepy video 

 
34 McAuley, Not Magic But Work, 38. 
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montages where urban monsters crawl from toilets and rubbish bins…The show 

explodes into a splatter-horror finale, complete with a chilling reveal and bucketloads 

of fake gore35. 

 

These comments reveal that there is a perception of children and the image of children 

onstage in the work that plays into the competing notions of cute and creepy that 

performance scholar Isis Germano identifies in reference to European theatre director Lies 

Pauwels work with teenagers The Hamilton Complex (2017): 

Central to the way the potential cutenesss and creepiness of young performers 

operate in shaping the relationship between this performance and its adult spectators 

is the ideal of childhood innocence. Innocence ‘works’ to produce the child36.  

Woodhead’s reference in the review to the 1960 horror film The Village of The Damned, 

known for expertly manipulating the sensitivity of adults to the fragility of childhood 

innocence, is telling. Like that film, in playing with aesthetic precepts of gore, apocalypse and 

pending climate catastrophe, The Cabin! employs a strategy of distorting the children’s 

performance of innocence and cuteness, and the use of the cereal box masks over the facial 

features of the children resists the exoticisation of their cuteness by the adult human. As 

Germano argues, ‘Our celebration of childhood innocence obscures that this gaze on the child 

objectifies it, leaving the child with no agency and no personhood’37. Some of the aesthetic 

choices and theatrical forms in The Cabin reject the romantic image of the innocent and cute 

child, the child as vulnerable and unknowing, and instead centre the idea of the ‘knowing’ 

and ‘authoritative’ child; the child with an autonomous understanding of the world looking 

into the near future with great despair, as demonstrated in the chilling finale of The Cabin! 

that Woodhead details above. These representations of children and childhood onstage 

complicate the adult gaze in relation to the child and reject notions of children as future 

people. They position instead the idea that children are in a mode of looking back at the adults 

in the audience, and that this gaze exposes adulthood as a failing; unable to protect the future 

 
35 Woodhead, “The CabinL a theatrical horror show.” 
36 Germano, So Cute, So Creepy, 44. 
37 Germano, So Cute, So Creepy, 46. 
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of the children in both the theatrical and meta-theatrical narrative of the work. In this way, 

the rights-based approach has served to expand the way in which children are viewed and 

constructed by adults, positioning them as both resilient and vulnerable.  

 

Performance scholar Gigi Argyropolou argues that ‘…performance operations informed by 

children bear the potential to offer glimpses of an elsewhere’ (original emphasis)38. Children 

and performance offer radical imaginaries and ways of rethinking the stale-mates of certain 

neo-liberal political struggles. Likewise, the potential for children to contribute to radical 

societal re-imaginings and to rethinking modes of cultural production and practices are 

manifold. Argyropolou states that children in experimental performance might produce uses 

and methods of queering contemporary performance-making, arguing that ‘children offer a 

methodology of undoing a performance event’39. They contest normative futures, where the 

children will be our future, and rethink established imaginaries and social codes.  

 

Through this project and the application of the rights-based method of collaboration it is 

possible to envisage how we might have a series of very important conversations with 

children about the role they might play in conceiving new possible and radical futures. The 

analysis in this chapter suggests that the rights-based model of practice does indeed go some 

way to addressing the power inequities that contribute to the ethical quandary inherent in an 

adult-child collaboration; structuring a paradigm that resists the idea of children’s 

vulnerability and focuses instead on their strengths and capacities. However, what this 

analysis also reveals is that what values and strategies might be part of a process of creation 

do not necessarily translate to the reception of a finished work onstage. This finding in some 

ways brings this research project full circle, as I state upfront in this thesis that this enquiry 

was in part driven by seeing performance work featuring children on stage where I felt the 

ethics of creation were questionable. Clearly the argument that consideration of the frames 

we place around children, and how they serve to reinforce or subvert understandings of 

childhood and children and the role of collaborative dramaturgy are critical parts of the 

success of a rights-based approach to the practice of creating performance work with 

 
38 Gigi Argyropolou, “Haunting Dreams of a Wild Future or What children have to teach us 
about politics”, Performance Research 23, no. 1 (2018): 92. 
39 Ibid.  
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children. Further, this research suggests that the aesthetic outcome of a performance may 

not reflect a process where a child’s voice has been championed and their cultural agency 

platformed, regardless of whether these values featured as part of a collaborative practice or 

not. 
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Conclusion 
 

The implications for this research have potential impact within fields beyond the arts, as the 

constituent features of a rights-based approach could be studied and applied to a variety of 

fields that intersect with children and young people including, but certainly not limited to, 

education, health and political paradigms.  

 

On October 7, 2019, I was interviewed on a radio program called Behind The Scenes by Chris 

Thompson about an upcoming keynote I was giving at a Children, Young people and the arts 

national symposium called Converge1. Thompson, who is an established theatre director and 

playwright and has worked extensively in the field of both Youth Arts and Theatre for Young 

Audiences suggests toward the end of the wide-ranging interview: 

 

You, and those who work in the way that you work in what was called youth theatre, 

whether it still is or not, people like Sue Giles at Polyglot for example, working in areas 

that have been traditionally delineated between work that has been designed and 

delivered by adults for young people to make and create in, and work created by 

adults for young people, and that the two of you have kind of found something in the 

middle that’s not youth theatre or theatre for young adults anymore, it’s just theatre. 

And it’s designed to involve children and young people in the process, in just the same 

way that all other theatre involves people2.  

 

Thompson suggests here that theatre is adapting practice to accommodate a new way of 

positioning children which acknowledges their agency and does not assume to act on their 

behalf or in their interests. This is an astute observation in many ways, and importantly for 

this research project, it highlights the implications for further research about children and 

theatre. The adult-centric lens of the academic institution risks propagating ideas of the 

vulnerable and colonised child by speaking about them and on their behalf, rather than 

 
1 https://www.tna.org.au/national-symposium-on-theatre-and-young-people/. Last 
accessed November 2019 
2 https://varadio.podbean.com/e/behind-the-scenes-7th-october-2019/. Last accessed 
November 2019 
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providing platforms for their voices to be considered and taken seriously. Future projects such 

as this one must take up the mantle to work within the University orthodoxy to develop 

methodologies of practice-led research that include the voices of children as equal co-

researchers and co-designers of research and look to colleagues in the health and legal 

sectors who are embarking on early models of this kind of thinking already.  

 

This study contributes to the growing body of literature within the Youth Arts sector and 

provides insights into questions concerning protocols of creative practice with children and 

young people. The practice of contemporary theatre making is a dynamic field, with 

practitioners’ creative expertise constantly evolving to accommodate new possibilities. This 

is true also of the Youth Arts sector, where artistic practice is informed by ever-evolving 

thinking within the sector and influenced heavily by youth culture and the political field. This 

study acknowledges the nimbleness and responsiveness of the practice and seeks to 

contribute to its thinking and evolution.  

 

This thesis set out to investigate the following questions: 

- Can a rights-based practice provide a new sort of ethical framework for working with 

children in contemporary performance for adult audiences?   

- Can a rights-based approach expand the dominant way in which children are viewed 

and constructed by adults and position children as both resilient and vulnerable?   

- Can a rights-based approach produce an ethical and interesting dramaturgy? 

In order to answer these questions, I:  

- undertook a comprehensive review of the landscape of practice and scholarly writing 

on performance involving children and young people; 

-  investigated the models of childhood and symbolic potential of children as articulated 

in childhood studies philosophy and sociology to understand what discourses were at 

play in any reading of children in contemporary performance; 

- undertook a practice-led, ethnographic and autoethnographic examination of the 

process of creation of two contemporary performance works featuring children and 

designed for adult audiences.   
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This research has undertaken a comprehensive contextual review of the field of practice in 

which it is situated, exploring the historical and contemporary shifts and nuances in children 

in theatre, Theatre for Young Audiences, Youth Arts and Theatre in Education. This review 

provides the background and jumping off point for the more recent practice of collaborating 

with children to create contemporary performance for adult audiences. Specifically, the 

review details the decline, in an Australian context, of funded youth theatre companies and 

aligns the rise of the practice of artists who do not necessarily identify as youth theatre 

practitioners creating experimental and contemporary performance with children for adult 

audiences with this decline. The suggestion or implication is that, as demand for this kind of 

theatrical output has grown, less value has been placed on the process of creation and the 

pedagogical principles of cultural agency and child-led approaches that underpin Youth Arts 

companies by crucial investment stakeholders, in particularly government agencies. Further, 

my analysis of the historical and pedagogical frameworks for collaborating with children in 

theatre reveal the shifting understanding of how children’s rights and ideas of cultural agency 

influence creative practice, which provides the contextual landscape of this study.  

 

An analysis of contemporary performance works featuring children on stage for adult 

audiences which, as I demonstrate in Chapter Three, sit largely outside models of Youth Arts 

practice, and reveals that constructions of children and childhood in contemporary discourses 

are largely underpinned by a vulnerability paradigm. This paradigm insists on seeing children 

through a deficit lens, rather than focusing on their capacities and strengths.  Further, children 

are often symbolically understood through a binary dichotomy of wicked and innocent, and 

much contemporary theatre practice reinforces this understanding, exploiting the adult 

anxieties that underpin it. As I demonstrate, these dominant views limit children’s capacity 

for cultural, civic and political agency and deny them their rights as outlined in the United 

Nation Convention on the Rights of the Child.  

 

The case studies in this research demonstrate a focus on creative practice and investigate 

ideas of a rights-based practice approach to theatre-making. In Chapter Four, I observe the 

creative and aesthetic strategies of theatre company Fraught Outfit to gather evidence that 

informs my developing ideas of what might constitute a rights-based approach to 

collaboration with children. I test these ideas in Chapter Five, and articulate that this practice 
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would bring together methodologies from both Youth Arts and Inclusive Arts, is designed to 

acknowledge and address power imbalances between adults and children and support child-

led, child-centric contexts and dramaturgies. I suggest that this model of creative practice, 

which I term a rights-based approach, could offer an ethical framework for working with 

children in contemporary performance, cognisant of both the process of creation and the 

frames placed around children in performance.  I argue that this process of creation has the 

potential to address both the ethical concerns around practice that underpin these 

collaborations and create work that is interesting, compelling and complex.  

 

As I elucidate in Chapter Five, the rights-based approach to creative practice employs a suite 

of creative strategies in a performance collaboration with children young people which are 

designed to either: present information and ideas through kinaesthetic and non-verbal 

means; foster opportunities for story-sharing; and create inclusive, safe and brave spaces for 

collaboration. I argue for a collaborative dramaturgy arising out of a creative practice that 

actively works to remove barriers to participation and address power imbalances. These 

strategies combine to create accessible, ethical collaborative frameworks for the creative 

process.  

 

I therefore argue for a new model of working with children and young people in contemporary 

performance that is framed by the human rights charter, the UN Convention on the Rights of 

the Child3. I argue that this model of practice challenges the idea of children as vulnerable 

and in need of protection and argues instead for the creativity of children, the recognition of 

the child’s voice and champions the capacities and resilience of children. I analyse 

performances of Fraught Outfit’s The Book of Exodus Part I and my own directing practice 

with Joseph O’Farrell’s The Cabin! to explore practices of working with and framing children 

that both acknowledge their cultural agency and are willing to move beyond the child as the 

object of adults’ desires and fears towards something new. 

 

 

 
3 United Nations General assembly, “Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
https://www.unicef.org/child-rights-convention.  
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Whilst I do not wish to argue for the idea of the child being impervious to vulnerability 

(invulnerability is not an option for any human being) and acknowledge that the state of 

childhood has both differences and similarities to the state of adulthood, I advocate for the 

importance of adults finding new ways of conceptualising childhood as a state of being, as 

unstable and contingent as adulthood. The challenge for adults is to develop an awareness of 

and sensitivity to the protectionist agenda that circulates around children in order to develop 

strategies to resist it, and to understand that this paradigm emphasises children’s 

vulnerability at the expense of their evolving capacity. It is with this context in mind that a 

deeper and more complex critique of the Bill Henson photographs that I began this thesis 

discussing is possible. If children’s images are co-opted for adult consumption in creative 

practice, then it is imperative that artists work to make visible the considerations of informed 

consent, cultural agency and child’s voice that produces the creative work. In this way, we 

might start to see the voices and perspectives of children accounted for in a range of contexts 

and realms both personal and political. In fact, given that on September 24, 2019, sixteen 

year-old climate activist Greta Thunberg and fifteen other child leaders from around the 

world filed a lawsuit to sue five of the biggest polluting countries for violations of the UN 

Convention on the Rights of the Child, I would suggest that the future depends on adults 

taking up this challenge, or risk the wrath of future generations.  
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Appendices 
Case Studies 

 
The Cabin! 
Created by Joseph O’Farrell 
3-13 July 2019 
Main Hall, Northcote Town Hall Arts Centre 
 
Written by: Joseph O’Farrell, Emily Tomlin and 200 school students (UK/Aus) 
Directed by Sarah Austin 
Performed by Joseph O’Farrell, Emily Tomlins, Mariela Barajas Anderson, Zara Barajas 
Anderson, Chase Bryant, Billy Page, Manha Naseer, Joshua McDonald, Evie Fuggle, Archie 
Coffey, Izzy Rothenbuehler, Alice Kimpton Drake, Hunter Bishop 
Sound Design: Steph O’ Hara 
Lighting Design: Jen Hector 
Set and Costume Design: Emily Barrie and Daryl Cordell 
Stage Management: Rose Pidd 
Produced by: Kate Hancock and Jo Porter 
 
 
The Book of Exodus I 
Presented by Fraught Outfit and Theatre Works 
31 May – 18 June 2017 
Theatre Works 
 
Co-created by Aaron Orzech and Adena Jacobs 
Directed by Adena Jacobs 
Dramaturgy by Aaron Orzech 
Lighting and Av Design: Emma Valente 
Associate Artist: Alex Waker 
Composer: Max Lyandvert 
Designer: Kate Davis 
Directors attachment: Tove Due 
Performed by Sol Feldman, Ezra Justin, Malik Keegan and Tarana Verma 
 
Performances Cited 
 
Haircuts by Children  
Mammalian Diving Reflex 
22-23 October 
Fur Hairdressing, Melbourne 
Melbourne Festival, 2016 
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Girls and Men Dance  
Fevered Sleep 
11-12 August 
The Lowry, Salford, UK 2016 
 
The Children’s Party 
Ben Landau, Alex Walker and House of Muchness  
Sunday 24 September 
North Melbourne Town Hall 
Arts House and Melbourne Fringe Festival 2017 
 
The Hamilton Complex 
Hetpaleis, directed by Lies Pauwels 
30 June-2 July 
Unicorn Theatre, London International Festival Theatre, 2016 
 
That Night Follows Day  
Tim Etchells/Victoria CAMPO 2007 
4, 5 and 7 May 
Kunstendfestivaldesarts, Ghent 
 
We All Know What’s Happening 
Samara Hersch and Lara Thoms 
19-22 July 
North Melbourne Town Hall 
Arts House, 2017 
 
Lone 
The Rabble and St Martins Youth Arts Centre 
8-17 June  
North Melbourne Town Hall 
Arts House, June 2018 
 
When the Mountain Changed its Clothing 
Heiner Goebbels and Vocal Theatre Carmen Slovenica 
23-26 October 
State Theatre, Arts Centre Melbourne,  
Melbourne Festival 2014 
 
Teenage Riot 
Ontroerend Goed 
Fairfax Studio, Arts Centre Melbourne 
16-18 October 
Melbourne Festival 2013 
 
Five Easy Pieces 
Milo Rau/IIPM/ Campo  
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30 November 02 December 
Kampnagel, Hamburg 2017 
 
The Bacchae 
Fraught Outfit and St Martins Youth Arts Centre  
October 17-23 
Theatre Works 
Melbourne Festival 2015 
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Rehearsal Plan 
 
The following was sent as an email attachment on April 18, 2017 to parents/carers of the Book of 
Exodus child cast after the first week of rehearsals, and speaks to the modalities and features of the 
rehearsal process and the translation role of Associate Artist Alex Walker 
 
Hello! 
 
A wonderful first week of rehearsals for Book of Exodus!  
 
Here's a list of some things we played with and investigated! Get your young person to explain what 
it means. And photos! Photos from week 1 are attached! 
 
 - zombie game 
 - warm up follow the leader dancing 
 - tracing words on backs 
 - mirroring 
 - follow the finger 
 - list of things a person could be afraid of/have phobias of 
 - fears movement palette 
 - Tom and Jerry re-enactments 
 - lip-synching to "I ate a pickle", "mmmm maggi noodles for luuuunch", "buy me a bagel", "in a 
forest where I was hiding, I met a dog, a sick, starving crazed dog, his tail between his legs" 
 - elderly immigrant scenes: gregory and lucinda and "the gregory and lucinda show!!!!!!!" 
 - chaotic plays!  
 - mess make-up, wounds/injuries and repairs 
 - interviews and remembering answers  
 - schoolyard moves, war moves, camping/wilderness moves 
 - book of exodus story 
 - grid template 
 
and uno and tenzi and salty seaweed snacks and kale/spirulina chips and football chats and krishna 
chats and all the things in between!  
 
so far we know the show  has two kids in it and is something to do with:  
 - the past and the present 
 - history and stories 
 - memory and remembering 
 - making images together and with stuff 
we know there will be a camera and digital stuff to help with images and storytelling 
there will be prop stuff to make images and ideas out of 
 
in this show: 
 - there are no particular "characters" 
 - the cast make symbols, ideas, images with their bodies, text and all the production elements 
around them to support them  
 - it is not a story that already exists - we make it up as we go.  
 
people your young person will be working with are:  
 - Adena (director) 
 - Aaron (dramaturg and co-creator)  
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 - Emma (lighting and AV) 
 - Kate (design - set and costume)  
 - Shae (production manager/stage manager) 
 - Max (composer/sound design) 
 - Bec/Tahni (producer: is bec in America, soon will transfer to Tahni...) 
 - Sarah Austin (young people and theatre phd researcher/academic) 
 - and me, Alex! (associate artist/youth arts practitioner)  
 
We will finalise the schedule asap. Thanks for your patience. We are 99% sure there will be a 
Monday afternoon rehearsal and a weekend rehearsal as well as one more. We have a big creative 
team making sure the show is amazing and so we are just checking everyone's availability.  
 
Every week I will send you an email with content updates and photos so you are part of the creative 
journey with us!  
 
Have a fabulous long weekend! 
 
xo  
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THE CABIN 
Creative Development #1 Plan 

Northcote Town Hall 
 
DAY ONE – Monday 15th April 
 
10am Sarah, Ben, JOF meet in space for set-up 
11am Read through script together (or at least as much as we can get through!) 
1130am JOF leaves 
1130am Sarah and Ben finish set-up and prep for tomorrow 
  

 
NB: Can we get NTH to print some scripts for us? 
 
DAY TWO-Tuesday 16th April  
 
930am Arrive NTH 
10am Kids arrive, show visual map plan for the day 
1015am Name Game 
1030-
1045am 

‘Setting the Scene’ – a visual mapping exercise to help position the kids in 
the process and set some mutual goals and an understanding of the next 3 
days 

1045am-
1110am 

Games/Warm-up/Play 

1110am Voice recording 
1130am Learn Dance Choreography 
12pm-
1245pm 

LUNCH BREAK 

1245-2pm Cereal Box Head making and chat 
2pm KIDS COLLECTED 
2-3pm Read through script again and discuss tomorrow 

 
NB: Need craft material for making, need butchers paper and pens, whiteboard? Music and 
speaker 
 
DAY THREE- Wednesday 17th April  
 
930am Arrive NTH 
10am Kids Arrive, Visual Map of plan for the day, Games with cereal box heads 
1030am Choreography /Dance 
1050am Physical/Character work with cereal box heads 
1130am Scene work with cereal box heads 
12pm LUNCH 
1245pm -
2pm 

Make speech bubbles/explore speech bubble scene 

2pm KIDS COLLECTED 
2-3pm Read through script, plan tomorrow session and showing 

 
NB: Need speech bubbles material 
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DAY FOUR- Thursday 18 April 12, 2019 
 
930am Arrive NTH 
10am Kids arrive, Visual Map of plan for the day 
1010am Dance Warm-up 
1020am Scene work and rehearsal  
12pm LUNCH ( During lunch we should repeat the ‘scene setting’ exercise from 

the first day but flip it and ask kids what they think THE CABIN looks, 
feels like and what its about) 

1245pm Prepare for showing 
145pm SHOWING WITH INVITED GUESTS (parents?) 
2-215pm KIDS GO HOME 
215pm Pack down and debrief 
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Rehearsal plan 

THE CABIN 
 

Special CB 5 moments include:  
Spewing (Chase and Joshua) 
Stabbing Secretary ( Manha and Alice) 
Biting Jof (Izzy and Zara) 
Mobile Phone Orchestra (Evie and Archie) 
Min-Jof ( Hunter and Billy) 

 
April Intensive 
FOCUS: Developing understanding of story, discussing fear and scary things, embed rituals 
for rehearsals(welcome to country, visual map, warm-up, play, work, questions etc) 

• Create The Cabin Game with cast 
  
 
Sunday 19 May  

• Work on movement, mask, experience of Cereal Box 5 (who are they again? Where 
have they come from? Why are the like this? Possibly use some butoh, biomechanics 
work to expand movement vocabulary of cast)  

 
• Block opening, Block Intro, Block Dance (film and play back, include teen guitarist on 

Come As You are) Dance moves from cast include the can-can, gloves, folding over 
Australia, wave and spew/glitch 

 
• Aesthetic education on Philip Glass and Einstein on the Beach (show clip, discuss) 

 
 
Saturday 8 June  

• Aesthetic education on Waiting for Godot ( show clip, discuss)  
• Block Speech bubble scene 
• Run with Jof and Em from beginning through to speech bubble scene 
• Voice recording stuff with Steph 
• Fake Blood and fake vomit experiments 

 
Sunday 9 June  

• Design Presentation (in place of warm-up) 
• Develop list of tasks/actions that could be done to scare audience (during movie 

night) 
• Consider what action can happen inside The Cabin 
• Stumble through run with both casts of whole show ( using blocking document)  

 
Monday 17 June (415pm-615pm) 
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( During the day work on scenes with Jof and Em)  
 
Block Mobile phone orchestra 
Block secretary stabbing 
Block Teen guitarist death 
 
Thursday 20 June (415-615pm) 
Run whole show with Jof and Em ( using blocking document)  
 
Monday 24 June  
Messy Monster rehearsal  
Speed run all the way through.  
 
Thursday 27 June  
Rehearsal with destruction crew 
Rehearse ending, finale, bows 
 
 
Monday 1 July (Tech and Dress rehearsal) 
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