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Abstract: This paper describes the background to a recent and ongoing research project into the possible
effect of performance art on environmental learning among a group of 8-10-year-old inner-city
schoolchildren who participated in an environmentally-focused process theatre performance during a
recent Fringe Festival in Auckland, New Zealand. As part of this investigation, a student researcher is
carrying out a limited co-design process with the schoolchildren, towards making the Auckland cityscape
more child-friendly through urban redesign. Focus groups with the schoolchildren have been conducted
and interviews with some key stakeholders (e.g. parents, teacher), as well as analysing school work
completed by the children. Early findings indicate that the children revelled in taking part in the whole
performance experience, especially due to meeting and talking with adults during the performances. They
are also well-informed about their city, which indicates their interest and concern for it. This included
them raising issues such as traffic, dirty and building-dominated appearance, homeless people and the
need for increased and cheaper housing and transport. Their ideas were organised into themes to develop
a brief for design and draft ideas have been developed to take back to students for their feedback. Further
design development and analysis is planned before an insightful conclusion can be drawn.
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1. Introduction

In keeping with the theme for this conference, this paper advocates for a ‘back to the future’ approach as
we face accelerating environmental deterioration. It details a theatrical performance-based process for
encouraging young people’s involvement in sustainable urban design and intergenerational knowledge
sharing about environmental and urban issues. Research into the performance method and consequent
findings, which will be explained in this paper, is on-going, so this is a positioning paper to present a
theoretical rationale, describe the project and research method plus indicate some early findings.

An inner-city Auckland primary school worked with a performance artist to present a three-day show
called ‘Lookout’ during an Auckland Fringe Arts Festival in February 2017. This involved sixteen 8-10-year-
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old students sharing their differently constructed vision of future Auckland with a new adult participant
for each of nine hour-long performances. The pair engaged with each other using both scripted and ad
hoc dialogue about their experiences of the city, real and imagined, and their role within it. When the
shows were over, the students were keen to continue their urban environment exploration, made
especially topical given recent media attention about Auckland’s densification due to the recent partial
implementation of the Auckland Unitary Plan (Auckland Council, 2016), coupled with a housing and rental
crisis of spiraling prices and plummeting availability (e.g. Dastgheib, 2017). Therefore, led by their teacher
they continued to explore the design of buildings and their ideas for improving Auckland.

A research project on this Auckland case study has been set up to investigate the performance-based
process with the aim of considering if and how such an experience may motivate people to live differently.
For data richness and triangulation purposes it is intended to collect and analyse multiple data sets from
stakeholders, looking for evidence of both behaviour change and triggers for it. This follows a general shift
in focus within environmental education research from valuing what is learnt to how and why? In
addition, the research has included a side project to analyze the participant children’s schoolwork (writing
and drawings) to help generate ideas for an urban design by a Landscape Architecture student. This aspect
of the research project will be focused on in this paper as an example of involving schoolchildren in a
design process and reciprocating ideas and learning across generations

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Drama and Environmental Education

Although not often used, performance art has many tenets that recommend it as a legitimate format for
exploring environmental issues as part of an environmental education programme. Defending drama as
a teaching tool, Caldwell (2011) explains that it engages participants physically, emotionally, intellectually
and socially - providing a means to explore complex issues in a non-threatening way, while developing
confidence in themselves and expressing this. Paulo Freire, the Brazilian philosopher, revolutionary and
emancipationist labelled traditional Western education as a banking system of perpetuated values that
disfavoured marginalised groups such as women, poor and homosexuals (Freire, 1993). He developed the
theory of critical pedagogy, which encourages taking ownership and action, towards transformational
learning and lifestyles. These are verbs prominent both in performance art pedagogy (e.g. Reedy, 2008;
Billard, 2009) and environmental education literature, such as Jensen and Schnack’s (2006) ‘Action
Competence’, and Chawla’s (2008) ‘Pro-environmental Behaviour’, as indicative of lifestyle changes. It
also resonates with the Enviroschools Programme, managed by Toimata Foundation, currently the most
popular environmental education programme used by New Zealand schools. One-third of all levels of
schooling follow this highly student-led (participatory) programme that advocates ‘shared decision-
making’ and an action-oriented learning cycle (The Enviroschools Foundation, 2008; Toimata Foundation,
2015), which encourages ownership and reflection on projects and learning.

Curtis et al. (2014) describe two modes of performance art in education. ‘Theatre-in-education’ or
‘demonstration theatre’ occurs when performers develop and present theatre with, for example, an
environmental theme. The second type is ‘process theatre’ or ‘pedagogical theatre’ (sometimes also
called ‘play-building’ or ‘group-devised theatre’). Here, trained performers work with non-trained
participants (e.g. school students) to completely or partially develop a piece that they perform. In the
group of five case studies presented by Curtis et al., only one uses ‘process theatre’, which is the method
employed in the theatre performance under investigation here. These authors found that the student
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performers within their case study were adept at managing a question and answer session held after the
performance, showing they had gained confidence with the content and they conclude that ‘process
theatre’ combines several learning styles in a way that traditional classroom learning does not. This agrees
with findings from a previous project this author was involved in (Wake, 2010), where young school
students were part of a highly participative project to co-design and co-construct an eco-classroom with
industry professionals. The students were emphatic that the learning they experienced was much more
‘real’ and enjoyable than reading or mathematics as usually taught. This suggests a potential connection
between accessible and exciting learning and behaviour change.

Such transformational learning needs to include ‘learning about, learning for and learning with’ the
environment (learning of the head, hands and heart respectively) (Sipos et al., 2008), since as Curtis et al.
(2014) point out, people need information and awareness before they can develop attitudes about the
issue in question. A government department with a strong stake in environmental education, the New
Zealand Department of Conservation, has a guide book (Wilson, 2011) on engaging children with
environmental education, which recommends that affective (emotional or values-based) learning is more
likely to influence attitudes than a knowledge-based approach alone. This, they suggest, could happen
through the vehicle of drama, especially where participants must put themselves in others’ shoes, so
developing more active citizenship. They remind us it also has similarities to ‘play’, which is well accepted
as a learning platform for children. A number of benefits have been cited from using drama as a tool
within environmental education - especially focused on its encouragement of imagination, presentation
of material in a non-confrontational way, holism of skills demanded, developing confidence in effective
communication, and reviving the cultural art of storytelling (Adcock and Ballantyne, 2007). However, it
can be difficult to ensure that learning translates into intentional change once the event is over, and nearly
as difficult to measure this. The greater the degree of involvement and autonomy within the drama
project (i.e. process theatre as opposed to theatre-in-education), the better the chance it would seem, as
indicated by the following quote:

If a memorable experience in which the learners had direct involvement in manipulating the
drama were to occur, then it is likely that effects would involve deeper understanding of
environmental issues and an appreciation of the natural world which has the potential to
foster pro-environmental behaviour (Gale, 2008, , p. 170).

2.2. Children and Urban Design

It has been established as a right through the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNHCHR, 1989)
that children should have a say in matters that affect them, for example the design of their environments.
Further, it has been established as a reality through the new social studies of childhood that children are
competent decision-makers who can play an active role in shaping their environment, rather than being
seen as passive order-takers (Holloway and Valentine, 2000). Under the banner of UNICEF, the ‘Child
Friendly Cities Initiative’ (CFC) has, over the last decade or so, taken on the role of setting out steps for
cities to take to ensure their young people feel welcome and involved rather than marginalised and
frustrated (see www.childfriendlycities.org). Part of the rationale for this is the realisation that many
countries, including major world cities, are facing a future dearth of children (e.g. see
https://eppc.org/publications/a-dearth-of-children/). New Zealand is no different and therefore needs to
do all it can to retain its precious children (Jackson, 2011). In addition, it is now widely acknowledged that
spaces and environments that work well for children, work well for other demographics, e.g. aged citizens.
Linking to the urgency of creating child-friendly cities is research into independent mobility in children
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(IMm), since a recent study of Auckland schoolchildren found that children’s (and parents) perceptions of
safety, dangers and movability within their neighbourhoods has a significant impact on their IM, i.e. their
ability to move independently within their local environment (Witten et al., 2013).

In New Zealand, Whangarei, a small Northland city, is currently working towards CFC status. The
largest city, Auckland, published its intention to ‘put children and youth first’ when it released its 30 year
Auckland Plan (Auckland Council, 2012), which was followed by the ambitious Children and Young People’s
Strategic Action Plan - ‘| am Auckland’ (Auckland Council, 2013). Against this backdrop, in 2015 the
Auckland Design office conducted a Child-Friendly Audit of a popular pocket park called Freyburg Square
in Auckland CBD. With the help of researchers from Massey University’s health-related SHORE research
team the project involved children in a design project where they visited the square and made suggestions
of ways to make it more appealing for them, then developed up the chosen ideas to brief the design team
and, finally, were presented with the final designs and invited to give feedback on the process (Auckland
Design Office, 2015). This important precedent has recently been opened to the public and according to
Lisa Spasi¢ from the Development Programme Office of Auckland Council:

“... the kids’ ideas and inputs definitely shaped the final design. After their feedback, we
altered the concept designs to include a lot of areas of play. A large climbing tree was
included in the final project, stepping stones in the water feature, a discovery track behind
the Lord Freyberg statue, more drinking fountains etc. It was a very successful consultation
with children and young people...” (email, 28 September 2017)

As is pointed out in the quote, this process leaned more towards being consultation than actual co-design,
employing a method known as Gulliver’'s Mapping (see Driskell, 2002). Children’s environments
researchers in the UK have defined consultation as seeking opinions on design with intention to take these
into consideration, while co-design involves children actively participating in the design process - being
hands-on with research, modelling and decision-making, within their abilities (Parnell, 2014). The
limitations on time (dictated by the Bachelor of Landscape Architecture student’s project time frame) has
meant that the urban design project being presented here is more a consultation rather than a co-design
example, although children’s art was included in the design process.

3. Method

3.1. Performance

An English performance artist, Andy Field, and his partner Beckie Darlington have developed the ‘Lookout’
theatre that was originally trialled in Manchester and then brought to Auckland. It has since travelled to
Cairo and several UK cities. From the website, the show is described as:

Created in collaboration with local primary school children, Lookout is a one-to-one
encounter between one adult audience member and one child performer taking place
somewhere high up overlooking the city.

Together performer and audience member look out at the city and imagine its future. The
conversation they share is a quiet journey through the past, present and future guided by
the streets and landmarks laid out before them.

Through dreams of utopian architecture and possible catastrophes, hopes and fears, future
fashions, proposed demolitions and progress real and imagined, they explore two very
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different versions of the city they both inhabit. An exchange between two people who might
not normally meet, about a future world they may or may not share.

Lookout is an attempt to consider big questions in a small way. Developed through a series
of workshops with local children, each new version of the piece is unique to the city it is
created in and the people who call that place home. (www.andytfield.co.uk)

From this reading it is evident that its focus is on the urban environment and the changes that may
take place there. Underlying this is a strong sustainability message that the children were encouraged to
explore, alongside their own views of the city and its functioning.

For the Auckland performance, staged through Q-Theatre, an inner-city school was contacted several
weeks ahead of the performances in early March. Two senior classes of students were selected (years 5
and 6, ages 8-10). These approximately 50 children took part in a one day workshop where the artists
took them through an exercise of a day in the life of a fictitious person living in that city both now and in
the future - acting out all the objects such as toaster, alarm clock etc. The children significantly
remembered this during the focus groups we ran some three months later - providing evidence of the
retentive power of performance when it is truly engaging.

From this group, a cohort of 16 were chosen based on speaking ability and confidence, which is
important to note as a possible limitation to the extrapolation of these results to other groups of students.
These students went on to workshop the Lookout performance brief for two weeks. This can be regarded
as an intensive exploration of Auckland’s issues from the perspective of children. They considered the city
today and highlighted the current rampant apartment development, the rising cost of housing, the
presence of homeless people and the transport and rubbish issues. Then they projected forward to their
utopian vision for Auckland of the future, plus Auckland post-disaster. They formed their own stories and
recorded them to make up part of the performance. These can be listened to at
https://soundcloud.com/andy-field-1. During the performance period, 8-10 March 2017, each child spoke
with an adult stranger for 45 minutes, three times per day for three days. According to their teacher and
parents interviewed they were consistently exhilarated and buoyant after a day’s performances.

Encouraged by this and feeling that the topic was of great importance, the teacher carried it on for
further weeks by getting the whole class to consider what they would like to improve about Auckland
through writing and drawing.

3.2. Research

The research project based on ‘Lookout’ is a mixed data qualitative study that involved focus groups with
the 16 children who participated in the performance (two groups of eight, held consecutively), interviews
with four parents plus the lead teacher and Andy Field, the performance artist. Except for interviewing
Andy Field (not completed yet) all sessions were held in May and early June 2017, following ethics
application and approval in mid-May. The children’s schoolwork that was done with their teacher after
the conclusion of the performances was also photographed for analysis and a warm-up question sheet
that was completed by the children at the time of the focus groups was analysed. At this stage, the focus
group and interview data has been transcribed and is awaiting thematic analysis for the environmental
education focus of the research, while the written data from the children has been interpreted, mainly
for the urban design portion of the research.
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4. Early Findings

4.1. Environmental Education

So far, only the warm-up sheets that were completed as part of the two children’s focus groups have been
analysed. This provides evidence that 14 of the 16 participants enjoyed the performance the most
(chosen between the preparation workshops, the performances, and the later classroom activities). The
most frequent reason was because it provided interaction with the audience (12 of 16 participants).
Amongst these responses, it was clear that the children were interested and engaged in urban design
issues for Auckland with one child saying, “because | like finding out what people think about the city”.

In terms of concern about the environment, an equal and majority number of students (9/16) felt that
both the pre-performance workshops and the performance itself stimulated their thinking about the
environment. The main reasons given were because of talking/thinking/learning (7 students), sharing (3),
creating (2). This obvious enthusiasm indicates that the children saw the project as stimulating their
environmental learning in a positive and democratic way. Interestingly, one child said, “I learnt how
important NZ was”, which may mean that she appreciated New Zealand more due to the focus on
analysing it during the process, or because of what she learnt through interacting with adults during the
performances. One girl disagreed that she had made any changes in attitudes or behaviour - saying, “no,
| allwase (sic.) think the same”. One boy said, “I care more about building/house prices and think about
homeless people”, possibly indicating that children are influenced by adult and media-discussed situations
such as the Auckland housing crisis, but they also notice things themselves as they move about the city,
such as homeless people, and this worries them. It will be interesting and valuable to interrogate the
transcribed data, for greater depth of material.

4.2. Urban Design

The data from the children’s schoolwork plus the starter questions from the focus groups was organised
into six main design themes that emerged. In order of popularity (followed by the number of students
out of 16 who mentioned each) these were; More environmentally-friendly (16), More nature/green
space (15), More play/fun (13), Less traffic (11), Safer - e.g. cleaner, no smoking (10), Buildings - e.g. less
boring, less expensive (10). These six themes became the design brief and it was decided to focus on the
urban streets surrounding the school, especially those that form part of the school ‘Walking Bus’ route
that many children use to get to and from school, accompanied by a roster of parents. A table of example
ideas from the children under each theme is presented in Figure 1, below, and these are reflected in the
design ideas that have resulted.

The design that has developed reaches out into the streets surrounding the school to connect the
school more strongly with its community. Under the theme of ‘Play’, large footpath stickers of children’s
art will connect a local Art Station that has a small community education garden with the school, and
heading in the other direction the stickers will connect to a new cycling-themed playground, across the
motorway and adjacent to a planned cycleway extension. Joining both sides of the school catchment
(currently bisected by the North-western motorway), a new walking/cycling overbridge crossing the
motorway by the school has been designed, to separate the two modes for safety reasons and with a roof
for rain and to hold solar panels to provide striking LED coloured lights at night and make the bridge more
distinctive and, hopefully, more iconic within its community. Panels along the interior of the bridge will
hold art - as a ‘walking art gallery’ for the school and community, to engender ownership. Some could be
recessed, cupboard-like spaces to house 3D art and a book exchange to encourage community interaction.
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Cut outs of native birds and plants on the walls of the bridge will be infilled with coloured Perspex to
reflect shadow shapes onto the ground - making a less boring building and enlivening the children’s trip
to school (Figure 2 and 3). Fun rubbish bins (Figure 4) have been designed to be more environmentally-
friendly and encourage use - to be positioned in strategic places along the walking bus route and in front
of the school. To environmentally activate the street fronting the school, bird feeders will be added and
kowhai trees (Sophora tetraptera) planted to encourage native tui birds. Moving tentatively towards
having a traffic-free or parking-free street, a demonstration ‘parking garden’ will be designed (by children
at the school) and installed in one existing parking space.

The next stage is to return to the school to present these ideas to the students and ask them to critique
them so that the landscape architecture student can fold this into the design process.

Themes | Nature Play Buildings/houses Traffic Safety Environmentally-
friendly
Ideas More Different Less Expensive Less Cars More lights More Rubbish
parks activities bins (Colorful)
More Lights in More colorful More bikes No smoking Different rubbish
trees trees buildings technology
More More public Less high More walking | Less drunk More animals
plants shows buildings paths drivers
Water Interesting Cool Shapes e.g. Flying trams Less Broken
parks areas triangle Roofs Materials
Rooftop Help for homeless | Easier to Cleaner
gardens people move around places
Buildings with Underground
nice views powerlines
Take down some Less pollution
apartment blocks
Houses in the sky Easier to
move around

Figure 1: Summary of children’s ideas under the theme headings. (Source: B. Luo, with permission)
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Figure 2: Perspective of exterior of new walking/cycle bridge (motorway beyond to right). (Image: B.
Luo, with permission)

Figure 3: Perspective of interior of new walking/cycle bridge showing ‘walking art gallery’ of school &
community art. Perspex shapes will reflect on the ground. (Image: B. Luo, with permission)

Figure 4: Perspective of environmentally-friendly rubbish bins focusing on recycling. (Image: B. Luo, with
permission)
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5. Conclusion

This paper has outlined the early stages of a research project to investigate whether performance art is a
fertile medium for addressing issues of urban design and environmental awareness with schoolchildren.
The research proposition is that performance may be a catalyst that, if employed in an integrated way
with follow-up activities, could help create more child-friendly cities, robust communities and lead to
possible environmental behaviour changes in participants due to development of pro-environmental
attitudes. The process the students experienced was clearly greatly enjoyed and led to sharing of ideas
between children and the adults they engaged with. This research project takes this further, notably in
this paper, through a design process. Further research will introduce an iterative feedback loop for the
design project and interrogate the transcribed data to determine whether the process has influenced
participants’ behaviour towards the environment.

The part of the research project that has been presented here is not quite complete, yet it is already
showing how one form of creative practice can springboard to another, while continuing to build capital
in environmental and urban design knowledge. The ideas that came from the children’s work showed
they had a well-developed understanding of their city and expressed valid concerns about aspects of it
that they felt were unfair or unsafe. This agrees with findings from the IM study discussed earlier (Witten
et al., 2013). While students’ ideas during the ‘Lookout’ workshops and subsequent performances
included some rather ‘blue sky’ ideas, e.g. flying trams and rubbish bins, a helter skelter off the Sky Tower
(not so improbable considering the Anish Kapoor design for London’s Olympic Park), they also included
fundamental ways to improve Auckland for all Aucklanders. It is hoped that further analysis of the data
may reveal some interesting insights on how performance might be used in environmental education and
in contributing to urban redesign in a more child-centred way that is ‘back to the future’, as was evidenced
in the ‘Lookout’ project.
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