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introduction 
Theatre for Early Years (TEY) has 
rapidly expanded since its 
emergence in the late 1970s. More 
than 100 new productions are now 
staged annually around the world 
for children aged from birth to 
three-years-old. 

TEY currently lacks a coherent 
theoretical framework or 
dramaturgy, instead drawing on 
interdisciplinary strands of 
psychology, pedagogy and 
existing dramaturgical practices 
from older forms of theatre for 
children. This study explores 
artists’ embodied knowledge as a 
repository of skill, while also 
recognising external factors that 
impact on creative production, 
from belief systems to training, the 
search for funding and the struggle 
for recognition. 

Using Grounded Theory as a 
method to analyse interviews with 
26 leading Scottish practitioners of 
TEY, this project undertakes a 
qualitative investigation of current 
practice in the devising and 
production of performing arts for 
very young audiences.  

The process points towards a 
theory that proposes that Scottish 
Early Years artists undergo an 
attitudinal shift towards a belief  in 
equality, meaning that children 
should access high-quality 
cultural experiences on the 
same basis as adults.  

Secondly, it suggests that these 
artists believe they possess a 
unique and hard-won skill-set 
worthy of recognition by their 
peers.  
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key findings 

1

§ Artists in Scotland respect 
the right of babies to 
experience culture, 
believing that very young 
children deserve theatre as 
much as adults. Artists seek 
to create high-quality 
experiences for everyone, 
regardless of age. 
 

§ Artists recognise that there 
may be educational, health 
or other benefits to children 
(and indeed their 
parents/carers) from 
attending theatre, but these 
are intrinsic to the 
experience, rather than 
being deliberately applied 
from outside. Those who 
make theatre for the very 
young define themselves 
wholly as artists, not 
educators. 

 

§ There is an element of 
mental stress which may 
differentiate TEY from other 
artforms, as artists take 
great pains to ensure the 
experience is as engaging, 
safe and welcoming as 
possible. 

 

2

§ Some artists also describe a 
struggle for recognition 
from peers and funders, 
although they feel 
supported by artist 
networks (such as Patter and 
Imaginate) and colleagues. 

 

§ The personal journey of 
discovery undertaken by 
artists shows remarkable 
consistency, moving from 
ignorance of the field to 
increasing passion, and 
eventually to a desire to 
become engaged, 
artistically and politically, 
with the TEY movement. 
This can be described as a 
‘conversion narrative’, and 
may be a powerful example 
of artistic integrity as a 
deeply-held belief for TEY 
theatre-makers, rather than 
a perception of theatre for 
children as a step on the 
path towards supposedly 
‘greater’ forms of theatre-
making. 

 

Bob and Roberta Smith, Art Makes Children Powerful, 
2012. Hales Gallery. 
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“Why would I 
want to teach 
children to sit 
down and shut 

up?” 

  equality and integrity in 
Scottish TEY 

1

Artists identified a range of performance 
practices that contribute to the aim of 
equality for very young children, such as:  

• resisting theatrical conventions 
such as the actor/audience divide; 
  

• exploiting familiar settings and 
scenarios in order to subvert them 
and surprise spectators;  
 

• developing dramaturgical 
mythologies which extend the 
performance experience beyond 
the auditorium, from the foyer to 
the home environment before and 
after the performance;  
 

• ensuring that audiences are made 
to feel as comfortable and safe as 
possible, acknowledging their 
vulnerability;  
 

• collaborating with the youngest 
children to create uniquely 
personalised and unrepeatable live 
theatre experiences;  
 

• employing testing or piloting with 
invited audiences to ensure that 
each moment engages.  

 

Such practices are not individually 
distinctive, as they occur frequently in 

2

other artistic genres (for example, 
immersive theatre for adults), but their 
profusion within TEY suggests a coherent 
developed praxis that may begin to 
define a new dramaturgy of theatre for the 
very young. 

 

Similarly, being recognised as an artist 
with finely honed skills, as opposed to an 
educator or entertainer, was important to 
all participants. Perceptions of prejudice 
against TEY from peers can be argued to 
have led to the appearance of a form of 
defiance, where practice becomes 
oppositional against adult forms of theatre 
as well as older genres such as Theatre in 
Education. The forms favoured by 
practitioners varied widely (from 
narratives with dialogue and characters, 
to installation spaces without performers 
or scripts) but all agreed that 
performances should be scrupulously 
tailored to their audience, generating a 
shared experience that responds to the 
needs of children and adults alike.  

The holistic theme of this study is that 
artists believe that babies and toddlers 
should be part of cultural events which 
respect their needs and capabilities, and 
furthermore that the practices required to 
create such events are complex, time-
consuming and aesthetically robust, 
meriting esteem from peers. 

“I like to think 
the whole show 
is a sort of gift.” 
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 the theory of 
equality and 

integrity 

The image below demonstrates the process of 
theory development, moving from initial 
concepts such as “building up a mythology” 
and “learning from mistakes” to the central 
tension between equality and artistic integrity 
that seems to define contemporary TEY in 
Scotland. 

 

The Grounded Theory of Equality and 
Artistic Integrity in Theatre for Early Years 

Image © Ben Fletcher-Watson 2016. 
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Each of the theatre-makers who 
participated in this study described 
an event from their past, usually a 
TEY production, which changed their 
view of theatre for the very young. 
These events can be described as 
Damascene moments that 
‘converted’ each artist to the TEY 
movement. 

In some cases, presenting one’s 
practice as socially valuable or 
culturally desirable allowed the 
practitioner to maintain self-esteem. 
Thus for many artists, the impact on 
social policy was vital: “it motivates 
me to think that my work could help 
us in our society connect with the 
importance of art.”  

Others chose to reflect on the 
potency of TEY for their own work, 
promoting it as a tool for self-
actualisation and professional 
development: “I’ve learnt far more 
doing this process than anything else 
I’ve ever done.”  

The figure (right) outlines the 
conversion narrative by which artists appear to move from ignorance to evangelising for 
performing arts aimed at the youngest audiences. 

  the conversion narrative 
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  recommendations 
 

1. Training programmes at UK drama schools have reduced their offering for Theatre in 
Education in recent decades, as the artform has lost popularity. Evidence from recent 
performer training modules suggests that TEY may begin to replace TiE within 
applied and participatory theatre training. If so, there may be a need for an 
emphasis within teaching on the unique challenges and struggles of creating 
TEY, in order to present an honest picture of this potential vocation. The conversion 
narrative also implies that discussing TEY without observing a performance in 
action may not be sufficient to convince students of its value.  

2. Artist development networks in Scotland such as Imaginate and Patter already 
provide assistance for TEY artists, and all participants cited such networks as vital to 
their practice. They are therefore well-placed to offer additional support recognising 
the unique challenges for Early Years theatre-makers. This could take the form of 
cheerleading for the genre as it develops, assisting artists to move beyond the 
TEY “bubble” and gain wider acceptance, and bolstering individual artists’ self-
confidence, for example by developing programmes which encourage them to 
share skills with emerging artists from other fields such as disability arts, where the 
concept of a duty of care to an audience which could be seen as vulnerable may have 
value. 

3. Funding bodies could do more to recognise the particular demands of creating 
TEY, and the impacts these demands have on rehearsal time, for example. 
Participatory productions for the very young require unusually lengthy rehearsal 
periods, both to guarantee safety and to attain aesthetic quality, but funding models 
do not currently accommodate this way of working. Acknowledgement of the 
specialised skills required  - from working with invited test audiences to employing 
multi-sensory stimuli - would not only legitimise them, but also promote them as 
promising practice for application in other areas. 

4. Policy-makers in Scotland have demonstrated a commitment to Early Years 
populations, for example via the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014. 
However, greater recognition of the legitimacy of TEY, the highly developed practice 
in Scotland and its potential role in supporting initiatives from maternal mental health 
to emotional resilience in pre-schoolers may provide mutual benefit for the state and 
the arts sector. As many participants declared, instrumentalist art projects are not 
rewarding for creators or audiences, but the intrinsic benefits of Early Years arts 
are a powerful argument for greater prominence in many areas of Scottish culture. 

 

“It’s really important to make mistakes and to try stuff, because 
that’s one thing that I love about children – they’ll get up again. 
They’ll try something else. They’ll explore something else, and 
that’s the way we should be as artists creating work for this age:  
we should keep trying.” 
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Sharing experiences 

Contemporary TEY is designed to engage adults as much as children, not favouring one over the other. 
The actor-spectator relationship links parents, children and performers in a complex network of 
mutuality. Spatially, TEY often extends beyond the dramatic action, perhaps with performers greeting 
children outside the venue (Icepole, Round in Circles), or spectators may discover the characters 
already onstage when they enter (White, Paperbelle). This ‘narrative bleed’ calms vulnerable 
audiences (both babies and parents who may be new to theatre) by providing structure to the dramatic 
world. 

Proving ‘what works’ with testing 

TEY productions benefit from a commitment to testing sequences prior to performance. Surprises, 
transformations and emotional peaks are governed by specific and repeated trialling, aiming to 
guarantee as much as possible that children will not be frightened. Dramaturgically, suspense is 
replaced with surprise. Inclusive and participatory practices aim to empower children by encouraging 
questions, mirroring perceptions and welcoming reactions within a carefully rationed framework of 
agency (Innocence). Inspiration is more likely to come from a developmental milestone or an abstract 
concept than a traditional fairy story (Round in Circles). Performance is constantly reactive, rather than 
fixed: responding to shifting moods, negotiating exchanges with precision, and monitoring social 
feedback cues at all times (eye contact, verbalisations, gestures). 

a dramaturgy of theatre for early years 
This proposed new dramaturgy of TEY hinges on the quest for equality. It takes as its central concern the belief that 
children and adults are to be treated alike in a theatre. Equality can encompass accommodation of behaviours, 
empathy, ideology, generosity and respect, but is greater than all of these. In a dramaturgical context, it is 
suggested that all artistic decisions are governed by the quest for equality, treating the very young as capable, 
aesthetically sophisticated imaginative beings, equal to their parents. 

TEY dramaturgy can therefore be divided into five areas, derived from analysis of artist interviews. In each case 
below, examples from Scottish TEY are used to illustrate the dramaturgical elements. 

Gift giving 

In keeping with a perception of performance as an exchange of gifts, the atmosphere of a TEY 
production is welcoming and never threatening. Music, lighting, seating, scenery, staging, familiar 
objects and ideally the theatre itself (for example, by providing buggy parking or trained ushers) all 
combine to generate a setting that encourages calm. Once calm has been established, the atmosphere 
deepens to inspire curiosity as the story unfolds (Yarla and the Winter Wood). Boundaries become key 
in the mediation of action – by placing implicit borders around the performance space, artists control 
the participation of children and adults alike. These borders may be textural (First Light), created from 
light (Multicoloured Blocks from Space, Icepole), enforced through presence of an adult onstage (My 
House, Potato Needs a Bath), or explicitly stated (SensoryO). In all cases, they guarantee the safety of 
child spectators. The welcoming atmosphere also presents familiar objects and sensations in order to 
subvert them, as distinct from play sessions where familiarity is an end in itself. Artists and designers 
endow objects with playfulness, meaning here the capacity to be played with in many different ways. A 
feather becomes a physics experiment (BabyO); a box becomes a table, a playmat and a house (My 
House); a balloon becomes a sheep (Head in the Clouds). Just as children test the possibilities offered 
by a new object by touching, mouthing, throwing, smelling, shaking, hitting, rolling, squashing and 
dropping, so theatre-makers repurpose recognisable props in order to offer new multimodal 
possibilities.  
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Treating children as we treat adults 

The actor-audience feedback loop is mediated by respect, as performers acknowledge children’s right 
to be present, and more importantly, to withdraw when they wish (The Presents). TEY artists are 
actively interested in children and child development, embodied in the care they take to accommodate 
their audiences (BabyChill). They are also self-motivated, finding personal reward in unconventional 
responses rather than applause or verbal feedback, acknowledging their audiences’ unfamiliarity with 
dramatic semiotics rather than aiming to educate them. Equal treatment is reciprocal, feeding back into 
the experiences of adults – just as children are encouraged to explore new ideas and sensations, so a 
TEY experience offers caregivers the prospect of discovering something new about their babies. 
Adults are welcomed and accommodated throughout, but also encouraged to view their children as 
consumers of culture, capable of sophisticated interaction from a young age.   

Abandoning tradition 

The narrative arc of TEY extends beyond the traditional model (introduction, development, climax and 
resolution) both semantically and spatially. Narratives, if present, have a tendency to repeat or recur 
within themselves, forming chains of mini-arcs that define the course of the performance (Too Many 
Cooks, White, Anonymouse). They are open, welcoming varied interpretations, and posing questions 
rather than necessarily providing logical or didactic answers. Additionally, stories are told by means 
other than words, even where text is present – they may be communicated or reinforced in visuals, 
movement, music, scent, taste, or kinaesthetic modes, shared between performers and audiences 
(Little Blue, The Polar Bears Go Wild, Peep). Experiences are designed to enhance connectivity – 
between actor and audience, between spectators, between a spectator and an object – to generate the 
possibility of meaning, instead of presenting a linear narrative with a preconceived message identical 
to each audience member (Blue Block Studio). 

   conclusions 

This investigation demonstrates that current theory fails adequately to describe the mental 
processes of TEY artists, and the resulting practices deriving from their beliefs and experiences. 
Contemporary TEY has responded to claims of illegitimacy by formulating a coherent, 
comprehensive body of practice that empowers children and seeks to inspire respect from other 
artists for its robustness and care for its audience.  

The theory of theatre for Early Years outlined in this study is intended to encapsulate the quest for 
equality, the right to culture, the mental effort required to maintain a career, the narrative of 
conversion to the cause of TEY and the questioning of past hierarchies such as elite adult / inferior 
child or educator / pupil.  

These findings challenge the prevalent narrative of an incoherent or illegitimate praxis and may 
provide a provocative foundation for future performance experimentation, particularly in Scotland, 
as a set of uniquely sensitive practices rooted in theory. It is to be hoped that this model will provide 
relevant knowledge to participants, drama students and tutors, programmers and audiences. This 
research may also be of use to practitioners as they seek to legitimise the art form and to 
researchers, policymakers and funders. 
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