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Introduction 

Background 
Nearly all Australians like and approve of the arts – we have lots of research which tells us 
so1 - and we participate in the nation’s cultural conversation one way or another: as artists, 
audiences or both. The research also tells us that people young and old think that the 
performing arts, which include theatre, are important for young people2. Australia invests 
quite heavily in providers of arts and culture at national and local level, with the bulk of the 
money spent on building or renovating large spaces as cultural centres, and financing 
national and state companies to work in them. Some of these have become iconic, none 
more so than the Sydney Opera House, with its counterparts in other capital cities almost as 
prized and as heavily featured on the city’s tourist postcards. Although often originally 
founded primarily - sometimes exclusively - with mature adult audiences in mind, these 
centres and companies in recent years have become more conscious that young people 
make up the first quarter of the human life span and have just as much right as their elders 
to be part of this cultural conversation. Yet much of the companies’ own marketing research 
overwhelmingly tells us that their regular independent theatre-goers are mostly older 
people, with the bulk of the young audiences made up of school groups. Other recent 
research is beginning to suggest that young people have a different attitude to cultural 
participation than other groups in society3, casting doubt on cherished beliefs among 
cultural providers, such as the assumption that to provide good quality theatre for schools 
audiences will guarantee ‘bums on seats’ in later life4. While some theatre companies, 
educational providers and policy makers have conducted research into young audiences, the 
results are ambiguous and the research largely uncoordinated. A few studies have begun to 
investigate young people’s responses to theatre performance in general5, but no previous 
Australian studies have systematically analysed the responses of young people in their teens 
and twenties to the theatre practice of major cultural providers. There was a clearly 
identified need in the sector for a co-ordinated, large scale study including longitudinal 
research6 that could provide substantial, evidence-based results that were simultaneously 
nuanced and responsive to human differences.  

Part of the job of Sydney Opera House’s Producer, Young Audiences, Noel Jordan, was 
pondering these questions, and in 2005 he did so with a number of academic colleagues 

                                                      
1e.g. Australian Bureau of Statistics, Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: Participation and Attendance 2009, (cat. no. 

4172.0). 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: Expenditure on Culture 2009, (cat. no. 4172.0). 
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Attendance at Selected Cultural Venues and Events, Australia, 2005–06 (cat. no. 4114.0).   
Australia Council More than Bums on Seats: Australians’ Participation in the Arts, Sydney, Australia Council for the Arts, 2011.  
2Australian Bureau of Statistics, Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: Children’s Involvement in Cultural Activities 2009.  
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Children’s Participation in Culture and Leisure Activities, 2000.  
Barrett, M. & Smigiel, H. ‘Awakening the "Sleeping Giant?”: The arts in the lives of Australian families,’ International Journal of Education 

and the Arts 4(4), 2003. 
3See for example. Hunter, M. & Milne, G, “Young People and Performance in Australia and New Zealand.” Australasian Drama Studies 47 

(2005): 3-15. 
4See for example. Brown, N. The Links Between Exposure of Young People to the Arts and Later Arts Participation, Sydney, Australia 

Council, 2000.   
5See for example. Colmar Brunton, Youth Audience Research: Motivations and Barriers to Attendance amongst 12-17 year olds, 

Melbourne, Arts Victoria, 2004. 
Schiller, W. Children’s responses to live performance: A longitudinal study (2003-2005) – Final Report, Adelaide, University of South 

Australia, 2006. 
6 McLean, J. & Richer, S. ‘Theatre for Young People in Australia’  Lowdown, February 2003: 4. 

 

http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/4172.07EChapter~Participation+and+attendance?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/4172.07EChapter~Participation+and+attendance?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/EB375B197380D511CA2576550013C360?opendocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/mf/4114.0/
http://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/E3BE163FACC83435CA2576550013BC8F?opendocument
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who were themselves in a particularly good position to consider the issues: university 
researchers, they were also all drama educators who knew about young people, and had all, 
in one way or another, been involved in the theatre industry themselves, as performers, 
writers, directors and members of theatre boards. They realised that the companies’ own 
market research told us something about who goes to the theatre, but little about why, 
especially what those young people who do attend think of the theatre, why they go, and 
whether those who do not attend do so out of choice, or because there are factors which 
exclude them. It was time for a major study into what attracts, engages and sustains the 
participation of young people as theatre audiences of major cultural providers, and 
conversely, what factors might exclude them. This was the genesis and remains the central 
question of the research project formally entitled Accessing the Cultural Conversation, and 
informally The TheatreSpace Project, of which this is the preliminary report of the initial 
findings.  

The researchers, from the Universities of Melbourne and Sydney and Griffith University, 
approached flagship providers of theatre in their three states (Victoria, New South Wales 
and Queensland), and arts funding organisations, with a research study proposal whose 
aims would be to:  

 develop a set of theoretical positions on young people as audiences, examining how 
young people read performance through the lens of their youth culture  

 analyse young people’s preferences as audience members in Victoria, New South 
Wales and Queensland in a range of key performance venues 

 examine the role of adults in young people’s experiences of theatre, and the criteria 
used by teachers and adult care-givers in choosing performances for young people  

 assist theatre-makers and programmers to understand what attracts young people 
throughout and beyond school years to live performance, and what are the inhibiting 
or exclusory factors  

 provide an evidence base to assist public arts and cultural agencies to develop new 
and better informed policies  

 produce findings that will assist performing arts companies and educators to develop 
improved policies, programming choices and practices for theatre for young people, 
thus redressing the lack of youth-oriented policies and practices in this field 

 assist educators to improve practices that support young people’s engagement as 
audiences. 

 
The participants of the study would include school groups as well as young people attending 
independently, those attending with their families or other carers, and non-attendees. The 
age of the young people would be between 14 and 21 years. As the project unfolded, this 
was extended to 25, and eventually up to 30 years old to reflect the contemporary 
categorisation of young people as reflected in arts funding models, for example.  Interested 
adult stakeholders would also form an important part of the research, with key informants 
from both sides of the footlights: on the one hand teachers, company education managers 
and other adults making decisions on behalf of the young audiences; on the other, artistic 
directors, playwrights and directors, actors, administrators, and production and venue 
managers and staff. 
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Ten major venues and/or performing arts companies along with three funding agencies 
agreed to take part in the project as Partner Organisations (PO). Along with the Sydney 
Opera House itself, these were the Arts Centre and the Malthouse Theatre in Melbourne, 
and Queensland Performing Arts Centre and the Powerhouse in Brisbane; the performing 
arts companies were the Melbourne, Queensland and Sydney Theatre Companies, Bell 
Shakespeare and Melbourne’s Arena Theatre. Joining them were three funding agencies: 
the Australia Council, Arts New South Wales and Arts Victoria. These thirteen organisations 
have provided cash and in-kind support, and access to their productions.  

The project was designed to run over four years – eventually from 2008-2011. The bulk of 
the funding has been provided by the Australian Research Council (ARC), with the 
Universities of Sydney and Melbourne each contributing $90,000 to make up an ARC 
funding shortfall.  There have been ten Chief Investigators (CI) – in effect three from each of 
the contributing universities, with each assigned to liaise with one or more of the Partner 
Organisations, and the Lead Chief Investigator taking a national coordinating role. A paid 
National Research Coordinator and a National Project Coordinator were appointed for the 
duration of the Project, along with state-based teams comprising a state project officer, lead 
research assistants and research assistants. (See Project organisations and personnel, 
above)   Mr Jordan was appointed as a Partner Investigator. 

Research design 
Since much of the significant data that would answer or illuminate the research question 
existed in the heads and hearts of the intended participants, a primarily qualitative study 
was indicated, on a large enough scale to provide significant metrical trends, and backed up 
with quantitative baseline data on the attitudes, likes and dislikes of young people relating 
to theatre, the arts and connected areas. From the beginning, longitudinal research was also 
indicated, in so far as it could be incorporated in a four year study, in order to begin to track 
participants’ changing habits and attitudes – particularly focusing on the intersection 
between school-age and post-school attendance.  

The research was conceptualised in two parts. The first part – to provide most of the 
baseline data – comprised a survey (the Eastern States Questionnaire, or ESQ), which was to 
be administered to Year 10 and Year 12 students in 15 schools, 5 in each state, with a broad 
range on a number of criteria, including independent and public, single-sex and co-
educational, socio-economic, geographical and cultural profiles, theatre attendees and non-
attendees, and from schools with a diversity of policies regarding students and theatre. The 
number of participant schools grew to 19 by the end of the project, with returns from nearly 
900 students. The survey was followed by up to three interviews at yearly intervals of 
selected participants in the ESQ, to track whether and how their theatre attendance or non-
attendance matched their changing lives.  

The main part of the study originally comprised twenty case studies, each one of a 
production by one of the ten Partner Organisations, with that organisation’s two 
productions spaced between one and two years apart. The plays were, with one exception, 
main house plays for a general audience, selected with a view to their likely interest value 
for young people; the exception was a play written for a teenage audience, which played in 
two of the venues as part of their general program, and was chosen because the two case 
studies provided useful cross-referencing data. In two states there were a total of four 



7 
 

productions for schools-only audiences.   The twenty case studies were increased to twenty-
one, with the addition of a ‘world theatre festival’ by one of the POs, comprising a number 
of visiting productions, which was a genre of program delivery not otherwise represented.  

Each case study involved collecting both qualitative and quantitative data, from one 
performance of the selected play, from all or most of the young people in that audience (the 
performances were, where possible, selected to maximise the likely youthful audience 
component). A team of research assistants, themselves often young, provided each young 
person with a survey form, seeking a range of data about the participant’s theatregoing 
habits, interests, and reasons for attending the performance. At the end of the 
performance, as many young people as possible were interviewed in semi-structured focus 
groups (usually 4-6 young people), seeking their responses to the play, the performance, 
and the whole event.  

Where possible this occurred immediately after the show; for school groups it usually 
involved interviews immediately after the performance (by prior arrangement) or at the 
schools on the day following the performance, and again at the schools two weeks later, to 
gauge the response after a period of reflection had elapsed. Where possible, further follow-
up interviews were conducted with both the school and general public cohorts after six 
months and a small number of young people were interviewed up to 12 months later. 

Before the research, the team had wondered whether the young people would be 
interested or bothered to contribute, particularly to the longish post-show interviews. For 
the case study interviews, the young people in the main were happy to share their views on 
the performances and on theatre in general, both immediately post-show and at the six 
month interviews. Interviews with the young people, as part of the longitudinal data across 
the three states, proved more difficult to sustain over the three year period of the research. 
In trying to capture the views of a diverse range of young people, the research team found 
that those without a prior interest in theatre were not motivated to participate in ongoing 
interviews.  In addition to the young people themselves key informants from the companies 
were also interviewed; these included artistic directors, actors, directors, playwrights, 
designers as well as education managers and other company staff. Teachers accompanying 
the groups of young people as well as those at the participating schools were also 
interviewed.   

For all the active Partner Organisations (those producing the performance case studies), the 
report of the first case study was provided and a presentation made by the relevant CI or CIs 
to company personnel, to discuss implications and recommendations prior to the second 
targeted production.  

The data collection was carried out throughout the four years of the study, and the data 
from the final case study (a large-scale commercial musical) was still being processed as this 
report was being written – with the generous financial assistance of the show’s production 
company, the Gordon/Frost Organisation, to enable extra data analysis to be carried out on 
this case study. That is partly why this is a preliminary report of initial findings, rather than a 
final report. 

All the data has been analysed a number of times in different ways, using a combination of 
manual and computer-driven procedures. The ESQ was collated and analysed under the 
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expert supervision of Professor Andrew Martin of the University of Sydney and Dr Helen 
Klieve of Griffith University, with the help of the computer-based quantitative research 
assistant SPSS. The case studies were analysed with the assistance of the qualitative 
research assistant NVIVO 8 and 9 and SPSS, to back up and help give direction to the 
detailed scrutiny of the researchers’ team, led by the Chief Investigators, and using agreed 
common questions. From this scrutiny key themes were identified and the analysis 
continually modified accordingly – which also entailed periodic revision of the common 
questions. The first phase of analysis just dealt with the material in each case study 
discretely.  The next phase involved the research teams in each state putting the local case 
studies together to identify some key themes, and adding the case study reports as they 
emerged. Then the researchers began the cross-case, national analysis of all the major 
themes, and these have crystallised into the major findings outlined in the Key Findings 
section of this report. 

Constraints 
The exigencies of continued tracking of self-selecting volunteers meant that the number of 
informants, and thus the amount and richness of the longitudinal data, in the follow-up to 
the ESQ decreased significantly during the project, largely owing to the difficulties of 
keeping in touch with them post-school. It did eventually provide a number of useful 
directions for tentative inferences, but little that was more substantial. Although similar 
difficulties were experienced in the case studies, of retaining general public participants for 
the follow-up interviews, all of them managed to acquire some six-month data. 

One organisation suggested some extra action research into the second case study 
production by bringing young people into that development process and monitoring the 
results in terms of the research themes. Owing to financial constraints, this enterprising 
suggestion was not able to be actioned.    

The largest gap in the data was that of those young people who were, or started off, as non-
attendees. The ESQ data did provide some information in general terms, and a few 
informants were identified from this; however, besides being few in number, not 
surprisingly few of those were motivated to continue in the longitudinal research. Other 
means originally proposed of identifying non-attendees, for example through community, 
sporting or church groups, were not pursued because of the limitations of the project’s 
resources and funding. One useful inference can be made from the ESQ and follow-up 
interviews, which is that to categorise young people as either ‘attendees’ or ‘non-attendees’ 
is very misleading, as there was enough evidence to suggest a significant proportion of them 
are prone to change their behaviour and attitudes  according to circumstances. 

Outcomes 
There are indications that some of the case studies may have already impacted on practice 
and policy within the Partner Organisation concerned. However, this report is the first major 
outcome of the project. It has been made available to the Partner Organisations one month 
before the TheatreSpace Symposium, held in November 2011 and hosted by the Sydney 
Opera House. This two and a half day forum will comprise all the senior researchers, all the 
Partner Organisations, and delegates from other important stakeholder groups, from the 
theatre industry, the community and education, and not forgetting young people 
participants themselves.  This Symposium is not only in order to announce the findings 
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publicly, but also to form the first phase of consideration of their significance and 
implications, and plan the first steps in addressing and implementing those findings. The 
Symposium is being followed by a one-day Research Colloquium, hosted by the Australia 
Council, to consider the impact of the findings on the field of youth audience studies, and 
implications for future research.   

All the findings are being further investigated with a view to publication and dissemination 
in the form of papers and articles through both research and industry outlets. A book based 
on the TheatreSpace Project has been commissioned by the international publisher Springer 
Books, to appear in 2013. Inter-state and international interest have been expressed in the 
project, with other universities considering furthering or replicating the research in their 
own communities. 
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Aims of the Research  
TheatreSpace is a large-scale, longitudinal study that investigates the responses of young 
people to live theatre by flagship theatre companies and cultural centres in Melbourne, 
Sydney and Brisbane. The research explores the experiences of young people between 14 
and 30 years of age from diverse backgrounds at theatre productions in major performing 
arts venues. It examines the cultural choices that young people make or that adults make 
for them, and young people’s real and perceived access to major theatre arts providers, 
through education and community participation. 

The central research questions are:  

What attracts, engages and sustains young people of school age and 
post-schooling to theatre in major performance venues?  

Why do some young people choose not to engage and what factors 
might exclude them? 

Project Details 
There were two main research strands in the 
TheatreSpace project: individual case studies that 
were integrated through national cross-case analysis 
and a longitudinal component conducted across the 
three states. Both strands involved qualitative and 
quantitative data gathering and analysis. 

CASE STUDIES: Twenty-one case studies of performance events were undertaken with 
Industry Partner companies and venues. A case study research night or matinee 
performance was chosen in consultation with the partner organisation that in many cases 
selected the performance to be researched, mindful of the particular composition of the 
audience. At the selected case study performance, as many young people (14-30 years) as 

possible were surveyed in the foyer before 
the show. Young people were also invited to 
participate in an interview directly after the 
performance, and if not convenient, then 
over the phone or face-to-face in their 
schools in the days following the 
performance. School groups attending the 
designated case study performance were 

contacted by the Industry Partner prior to the performance and once consent was granted 
the TheatreSpace team liaised with that school via their principal and relevant teacher/s. 
Young people attending in school groups were generally interviewed twice, directly after the 
show or in the days following the performance, and where possible, two weeks after the 
performance. Six month follow-up interviews took place with a small sample of 
respondents, subject to availability and willingness to participate.   

 

Overall statistics  

Young people surveyed 2779 

Young people interviewed 823 

Longitudinal interviewees 151 

Schools involved 70 

Key informant interviewees 98 

Case Studies 21 

Pre-show surveys 1881 

Post-show interviews 795 

Two-week post-show interviewees 225 

Six-month follow-up interviewees 144 

Key informant interviewees 85 

Schools 51 
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EASTERN STATES LONGITUDINAL STUDY: 
Each state team visited between five and 
seven schools. The schools were diversely 
selected based on a number of factors: co-
education, single sex, government, 
independent, catholic, metropolitan, 
regional, socio-economic status. Year 10 and 
12 English students were given a 
questionnaire that asked about their live entertainment choices. Young participants were 
also invited to participate in longitudinal interviews over the subsequent three years, with 
consent from their parents/guardians if they were under 18. This research strand was 
designed to capture responses of young people not necessarily attending theatre.  

In both research strands interviews were conducted with key adult informants - teachers, 
creatives (including directors, playwrights and actors), and theatre company personnel 
(including artistic director and general, education and marketing managers). 

TheatreSpace funding 
TheatreSpace is a $3.3-million dollar Australian Research Council (ARC) Linkage Project. 
Funding for the project is made up of cash contributions from the ARC, eleven of the 
thirteen Industry Partners and some additional direct financial support from the University 
of Sydney (Faculty of Education and Social Work) and the University of Melbourne (via the 
Melbourne Education Research Institute). Each of the collaborating universities contributed 
significant in-kind support by way of academic staff time and expertise, office space and 
incidental resources and administrative support. Each of the thirteen Industry Partners also 
contributed a significant amount of in-kind support including tickets for researchers to case 
study performance events, venues for meetings and ongoing administrative and logistical 
assistance.  In 2011 The Gordon/Frost Organisation provided some additional funding to 
assist with the Wicked case study. 

 

 Figure 1: Funding breakdown for the TheatreSpace project 

Eastern States Questionnaire  

Schools (5-6/state Qld, NSW, Vic) 19 

In-school questionnaires 898 

Year 1 longitudinal interviewees 23 

Year 2 longitudinal interviewees 7 

Year 3 longitudinal interviewees 3 

Key Informant interviewees 13 
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Demographic profile of the participants 

Educational level and age of audience 
Ten case study performances included audiences of both general public and school groups.  

Four of the twenty-one case study performances were programmed primarily for education 
audiences: The Shape of a Girl (Sydney Opera House and the Arts Centre, Melbourne); Moth 
(Sydney Opera House) and The Beauty Queen of Leenane (Sydney Theatre Company).  

Seven case study performances were general public audiences with no school groups 
participating in the research. These were: Goodbye Vaudeville Charlie Mudd (Arena Theatre 
Company and Malthouse Theatre), Anatomy Titus Fall of Rome: A Shakespeare Commentary 
(Bell Shakespeare and Queensland Theatre Company), The Removalists (Sydney Theatre 
Company), Dead Man’s Cell Phone (Melbourne Theatre Company) and Fake Porno, 
Butterfish and World Theatre Festival (Brisbane Powerhouse).    

Of the pre-show survey respondents:  

• 62% attended secondary school 

• 21% attended university or TAFE  

• 17% were not currently studying.  

 

 

Figure 2: The educational status of the pre-show survey respondents 
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The large majority of the pre-show survey respondents were between the ages of 15 and 18 
years as indicated in Figure 3.  

  

Figure 3: Age range of the pre-show survey respondents (note: only 59% of respondents 
gave their date of birth) 
 

Audience by region 

The breakdown of respondents by postcode revealed considerable diversity in terms of 
distance from the CBD. Most case study venues were located in or close to the CBD. Across 
the three states, the percentages were approximately as follows: 

23% – up to 10 kms 

22% – 10-19 kms 

34% – 20-49 kms 

11% – 50-100 kms 

 7% – 100-499 kms 

3% –  500-1,499 kms 

The breakdown varied somewhat between states, as illustrated below, although there was 
significant diversity in each state. Queensland had the highest percentage of inner city 
attendees, while the largest percentages of respondents in NSW lived between 20-49 
kilometres. Victoria was the most evenly spread between inner city, outer suburbs, regional 
and country areas. 

Figures 4 – 6 render a strong indication of the breakdown of the audience respondents by 
distance from CBD. Note that this is approximate because some postcodes cut across the 
scales that have been applied.  
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Figure 4: percentage of pre-show survey respondents by distance from 
Melbourne CBD 
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Figure 5: percentage of pre-show survey respondents by distance from Sydney CBD 
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Figure 6: percentage of pre-show survey respondents by distance from Brisbane CBD 
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Language spoken at home 
While the majority of participants spoke English at home, 22% reported that they also spoke 
a language other than English at home. This percentage varied markedly across the three 
states, from 10% in Queensland to nearly 40% in NSW. The most frequent languages spoken 
were Chinese, Vietnamese and Arabic. 1.73% of young people involved in the project (n=48) 
identified as of either Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander heritage. 

 

Figure 7: The distribution of pre-show survey respondents by language spoken at home 

Gender 
2,779 young people were surveyed as part of the TheatreSpace project. 63% were female 
and 37% were male.  

This figure comprised: 

•898 Eastern States questionnaires completed by students in school as part of the 
longitudinal study. 52% were female, 47% were male and 1% did not disclose their gender. 

•1,881 pre-show audience surveys completed by young people prior to the case study 
performances. 66% were female, 33% were male and 1% did not disclose their gender. 

The Eastern States longitudinal study had a relatively even representation of male and 
female respondents. The sample population for this study was purposely selected by the 
research team to reflect a diverse range of backgrounds and included theatre attendees and 
non-attendees. 

The pre-show surveys drawn from the young people attending the case study performances 
had a significantly higher representation of female respondents than the Eastern States 
questionnaires.  
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 Figure 8: Young people participating in the TheatreSpace project categorised by gender 
 

 

Of the 823 young people interviewed for the case studies, 65% were female and 35% male, 
a comparable ratio to the pre-show survey responses. 

 

 

Figure 9: The distribution of pre-show survey respondents by gender and education status 
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Images from TheatreSpace National Team Meetings   
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New South Wales Overview 
This overview provides a brief summary of the distinctive features of the case studies 
conducted in NSW. The University of Sydney team (Robyn Ewing, Michael Anderson, John 
Hughes and Josephine Fleming) worked on six case study performances with Bell 
Shakespeare, Sydney Opera House and Sydney Theatre Company as detailed below: 

Partner Performances  Dates 

Bell Shakespeare Company Anatomy Titus Fall of Rome: A 
Shakespeare Commentary 
King Lear 

28 October 2008 
 
19/30 March 2010 

Sydney Opera House The Shape of A Girl 
Moth 

19 May 2009 
22 July 2010 

Sydney Theatre Company The Removalists 
The Beauty Queen of Leenane 

19 March 2009 
9 March 2010 

Demographic overview 
Many of the participating NSW young people were school students brought to the selected 
performances by their teachers and represented the inner west, south western and western 
suburbs of Sydney as well as Wollongong, Nowra and the Hunter Region.  In addition, a 
group of university students who were not experienced theatre-goers comprised part of the 
audience for The Removalists. Young people who attended evening performances were also 
interviewed and their responses provided some interesting contrasting data. 

Socio-cultural makeup of participants 
A high proportion of the NSW respondents (40%) spoke a language other than English at 
home: markedly higher than Victoria and Queensland. This ethnic diversity enabled the 
NSW research team to examine how ethnic and cultural background might influence a 
young person’s attendance at and experience of live theatre performance events.  

Theatre and the school audience 
The NSW case studies had an overwhelming proportion of school audiences. Typically young 
people had attended the performance as part of a school excursion. In three instances the 
case study performances (King Lear, The Removalists and The Beauty Queen of Leenane) 
were on the list of prescribed texts for the HSC Drama and English courses. The attendees 
were often studying Drama or English although in some instances school groups were 
attending as a social event unrelated to a curriculum area. Teachers reported bringing 
school groups to challenge them because of the high quality of work they had come to 
expect from all three partner organisations. Some young people regarded the performances 
as opportunities to critique and to collect performance knowledge related to their 
curriculum requirements. 

Summary of key NSW themes 
The high number of school attendees gave the NSW team an opportunity to interrogate the 
links between schooling, teachers, students and the performance event.  The distinctive 
ethnic and demographic profile in the NSW case studies provided insights into how young 
people from diverse backgrounds understand and interpret a performance event.  

The NSW case studies demonstrate the significant influence family has on whether or not 
young people attend theatre outside of school excursions. Those who attend with their 
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families are more likely to be confident and enthusiastic in their discussions about theatre 
and to view it as having a meaningful role within their cultural life. Some respondents 
regarded theatre as not relevant to their families’ cultural heritage. Others with little or no 
theatre experience described themselves as outsiders. The pivotal role an informed and 
engaged teacher can play in enabling these young people to access live theatre is thus 
highlighted.  

Young people who are experienced theatre-goers largely believe that there is a clear 
relationship between previous theatre study and their responses to a performance. Prior 
study was viewed as a preparation that enabled them to decode the different production 
elements and thus gave the performance greater meaning. Those who were regular theatre-
goers appeared more comfortable with ambiguity than those who were not. 

Theatre is live and attendance usually necessitates pre-planning. Young people regarded 
both these factors as distinctive when compared to film. The liveness gave it a sense of 
immediacy, uniqueness and also created risk. The liveness also provided the potential for 
the audience to have an impact on the performance. Theatre which was challenging and 
thought-provoking was highly regarded by young people. 
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Queensland Overview 
This overview provides a summary of the distinctive features of the case studies developed 
in Queensland. The Griffith University team (Bruce Burton, Penny Bundy, Madonna Stinson 
and Andrea Burton) worked on seven case study performances with Queensland Performing 
Arts Centre, Queensland Theatre Company and the Brisbane Powerhouse as detailed below: 

Partner Performances Dates 

Queensland Performing Arts 
Centre 

Up Jumped the Devil 
Wicked* 

30 October 2009 
9/15 February 2011 

Queensland Theatre Company The Importance of Being 
Earnest 
Fat Pig 

23 October 2008 
 
8/24 June 2010 

The Brisbane Powerhouse Fake Porno 
The True Story of Butterfish 
World Theatre Festival 

29/30 January 2009 
9 October 2009 
13 February 2010 

*Wicked is still in the final stages of analysis and so analysis from this case study has not 
been included in this overview. 

Demographic overview 
Two of the seven case studies were focused on large numbers of secondary school students 
who attended the plays in school groups and these students came from a range of schools, 
from inner city private schools to outer suburban high schools. In addition, a group of school 
students from regional Queensland attended the performance of Wicked, and in fact 6% of 
the total number of participants responding to the pre-performance surveys came from 
between 500 and 1500 kms from Brisbane.  

The young adult audiences contained significant numbers of theatre industry professionals 
and tertiary students, but also included a diverse range of participants depending on the 
case study performance. 

Summary of key themes 
Theatre and school Audiences 

The responses of school students at a number of the case study performances were 
significantly influenced by their attendance at schools designated as Schools of Excellence in 
the Arts. Young people who were Year 11 and 12 Drama students in these schools saw up to 
ten plays a year with their peers. These additional performances were not dictated by 
curriculum demands of set texts or plays, but chosen by the teachers to broaden and 
deepen their students’ experiences of live theatre; students’ attendance was rarely linked to 
assessment tasks. Students from these schools, regardless of gender or socio-economic 
background, tended to respond to the same plays in similar ways, demonstrating high levels 
of theatre literacy and engagement. 

Venues  

In most of the case studies venues were an important but not deciding factor in young 
people’s attendance at theatre. However, in the case of the Brisbane Powerhouse the venue 
was an exceptional attractor for young adults. The interviewees tended to talk about the 
physical structure of the building in superlatives. For some of the respondents, their 
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attendance at performances was purely by chance and related to the importance of the 
venue as a social space. These young people had come to the Powerhouse to socialise and 
discovered there were plays being performed. A number of people found themselves re-
engaging with live performance, or engaging for the first time. The venue was crucial in that 
it engaged young theatre-goers, coming to the theatre for the first time, and re-engaged 
those who had not attended performance for some time. Participants indicated that 
attending a performance at the Powerhouse actually established a different set of 
expectations from those for theatre at other venues. Interviewees spoke of strong 
connection to or good experiences previously of the Powerhouse as being a key motivator in 
attending a performance there. 

Theatre literacy 

Regular theatre-going and active involvement in the theatre whilst at school or involvement 
in the industry emerged as crucial in the development of theatre literacy. Students involved 
in excellent Drama programs in some schools in Queensland attended up to ten theatre 
performances a year in Years 11 and 12, and these students when interviewed presented as 
knowledgeable about theatre and its elements. They were able to talk about performance 
styles and the stagecraft usage of sets, props and costumes as an integral part of their 
analysis of a play and its impact on them. A significant number of the young adults in four of 
the case studies were theatre workers, interns with various theatres around Brisbane or 
theatre students at various tertiary institutions. Most of them were regular theatre-goers as 
well as being active in the theatre industry, and many of these young adults were highly 
articulate when discussing theatre. 

Liveness and engagement 

The uniqueness of theatre as an experience was a key theme in the Queensland case 
studies. The live nature of stage performance provided many young people, students and 
adults with a closer and more intense relationship to the action than television or film. For 
many young people there was also a strong sense of engagement with the live actors that 
generated an emotional context that could be both exciting and confronting.  Crucial to this 
engagement was the notion of risk, with the actors physically occupying the same space as 
the audience and with the possibility of things going wrong or moving in unexpected 
directions. 

The tyranny of distance 

The vast size of Queensland means that the theatre venues and companies are very distant 
from people living outside the south-east corner. 
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Victorian Overview 
Eight case studies were undertaken in Victoria between November 2008 and August 2010, 
two with each of the four Industry Partners. The productions included: one modern classic 
(Brecht); three contemporary international works (from Canada, Europe and US); one play 
by a contemporary Indigenous playwright; two plays by young emerging Australian 
playwrights; and a group-devised piece from an Australian independent company focusing 
on socio-political content. One production only was specifically targeted to a youth 
audience; in three productions the central characters were youth. The eight productions 
were performed in three performance venues in the theatre precinct, Southbank, 
Melbourne. They reflect the emphasis on contemporary work, and particularly new 
Australian work, in theatre in Melbourne at the time the research was undertaken.  

Partner  Performances Dates 

Arena Theatre Company Goodbye Vaudeville, Charlie Mudd 
Moth 

27 March 2009 
26 May 2010 

The Arts Centre, Melbourne The Shape of A Girl 
THIS KIND OF RUCKUS 

26 May 2009 
26 August 2010 

Melbourne Theatre Company
  

God of Carnage 
Dead Man’s Cell Phone 

9 September 2009 
5 August 2010 

Malthouse Yibiyung 
The Threepenny Opera 

9 November 2008 
10 June 2010 

Data  
Data was collected from young people through: 466 pre-show questionnaires from students 
from 23 school groups and post-school attendees; post show interviews with 240 
individuals, predominantly in school groups from 15 schools; and 36 interviews six months 
after the event. In addition 35 interviews were conducted with key informants. Three case 
studies included informants solely from school groups, mainly in Years 10-12; one case study 
included primarily school group participants with a few post school attendees; two case 
studies included only non-school group informants though some were school age; two case 
studies included informants from both school groups and post-school individuals. The school 
group cohort included students from 5 regional schools. A high proportion of post school 
informants were or had been tertiary Drama students and some were actively involved in 
student theatre or the Melbourne independent theatre community. 

Curriculum and teachers 
In the Victorian case studies, teachers were found to be crucial in enabling access to theatre 
for students, particularly regional students. For many participants the teachers’ interest and 
organisation of the event were the determining factors in students attending. Curriculum 
was a key motivator in theatre attendance for students undertaking Victorian Certificate of 
Education (VCE) studies in Drama or Theatre Studies. Students must see productions from 
the VCE playlist in order to complete performance analysis coursework. A number of case 
study productions were on the playlist. Across all case studies theatre education and 
exposure through school excursions were key factors that contributed to theatre literacy, 
theatre confidence and enjoyment. A high proportion of VCE informants demonstrated a 
sophisticated appreciation of theatrical genre and the stagecraft and aesthetic aspects of 
theatre production. However some informants indicated that a focus on performance 
analysis for the purpose of completing assessment tasks intruded on enjoyment.   
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Summary of key themes 
Confidence, literacy and social inclusion 

Most young people from the general public who were interviewed demonstrated theatre 
confidence. A smaller group of literate dedicated attendees were attracted to the work of 
specific companies, writers, directors or performers, including those with celebrity status. 
There was evidence of emerging attendees in the post-school group. All participants, school 
age and post-school, enjoyed the social inclusion of attending with friends or in a school 
group as well as cultural inclusion in the broader theatre community of Melbourne. For 
post-school participants there was often one member of the group who facilitated 
attendance. Theatre literate participants believed their experience as theatre-makers within 
or beyond education gave them a greater insight into the work that goes into a production. 
These participants also learnt from the technical and aesthetic strategies they saw as 
audience members.  

Venue 

Venue was an important part of the theatre event in Victoria but not necessarily a 
determining factor in attendance. Most participants were happy to attend any venue that 
offered access and they spoke equally positively, but differently, of both formal and 
informal theatre environments. Country students did not report any sense of exclusion in 
the Southbank venues. 

Qualities of performance 

Across the case studies participants reported that they were engaged by the liveness of the 
theatre event, especially visually stimulating and physically energetic performance, fast 
pace, comedy and story.  Participants were engaged with content that was socially relevant 
and provocative, charismatic performance, good design, clever technical effects and the 
unexpected.   Confusing narrative structures, serious content, slow pace, long drawn out 
scenes and cerebral performance disengaged participants.  More literate and/or 
experienced school-age and post-school participants were comfortable with challenging 
edgy content and experimental theatre techniques, even if they did not like it. 

Performance preferences 

Many Victorian participants reported that they had attended mainstream cultural events, 
particularly musical theatre, with family members when they were children. Musical theatre 
was still seen as a special event by most participants. Price was seen as a deterrent to 
theatre attendance. Many young people saw theatre attendance as less predictable than 
cinema, comedy or musical concerts/festivals when it came to spending limited resources. 
There were, however, a surprisingly high number of young people in VCE or post-school who 
attended theatre on a regular basis outside compulsory school excursions.  
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Case Study Overviews 
 

Case Study Production   

The Importance of Being Earnest Queensland Theatre Company 23 October 2008  

Anatomy Titus Fall of Rome: A 
Shakespeare Commentary 

Bell Shakespeare 28 October 2008 

Yibiyung Malthouse Theatre 9 November 2008 

Fake Porno Brisbane Powerhouse 30/31 January 2009 

The Removalists Sydney Theatre Company 19 March 2009 

Goodbye Vaudeville Charlie Mudd Arena Theatre Company 27 March 2009 

The Shape of a Girl Sydney Opera House 19 May 2009 

The Shape of a Girl The Arts Centre, Melbourne 26 May 2009 

God of Carnage Melbourne Theatre Company 9 September 2009 

The True Story of Butterfish Brisbane Powerhouse 9 October 2009 

Up Jumped the Devil Queensland Performing Arts 
Centre 

30 October 2009 

World Theatre Festival Brisbane Powerhouse 13 February 2010 

The Beauty Queen of Leenane Sydney Theatre Company 9 March 2010 

King Lear Bell Shakespeare 30 March 2010 

Moth Arena Theatre Company 26 May 2010 

The Threepenny Opera Malthouse Theatre 10 June 2010 

Fat Pig Queensland Theatre Company 8/24 June 2010 

Moth Sydney Opera House 22 July 2010 

Dead Man’s Cell Phone Melbourne Theatre Company 5 August 2010 

THIS KIND OF RUCKUS The Arts Centre, Melbourne 26 August 2010 

Wicked Queensland Performing Arts 
Centre 

9/15 February 2011 
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The Importance of Being 
Earnest by Oscar Wilde 

COMPANY: Queensland Theatre Company  

VENUE: Playhouse Theatre, Queensland Performing Arts Centre 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 7.30pm, Thursday 23 October 2008  

SEASON: 16 October – 1 November 2008 
 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Michael Gow, Director 

Katie Stewart, Education Officer 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 113 

Post-show interviewees 104 

6 month interviewees 8 

I love theatre. I would go all 
the time to theatre. My 
grandparents took me every 
month and it was one of the 
things I wouldn’t ever go 
without.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The case study participants were students of two school groups, from 
an outer-suburban state school and an inner-city boys’ Catholic day school, as well as 9 
independent audience members in the target age range. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator:  Professor Bruce Burton 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Penny Bundy 

Lead Research Assistant: Patrick Mitchell 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants: Ali Clinch, Amy Bradney-George 

 

 

 

 

 Central to the findings of this case study was the importance of the 
teachers in fostering a love of theatre and an informed interest in it 
amongst their students. 
 

 The young audiences responded particularly to the humour, physical 
action and dynamic interactions of the play. 

 

If you go to live theatre, it’s 
always going to be different. 
I mean, even if you do see 
the same performance twice, 
it’s still going to be different.  
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Anatomy Titus Fall of Rome:  

A Shakespeare Commentary  

by Heiner Müller 

COMPANY: Bell Shakespeare co-production with Queensland Theatre Company 

VENUE: Playhouse, Sydney Opera House 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8pm, Tuesday 28 October 2008 

SEASON: 22 October – 22 November 2008 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

John Bell, Artistic Director Bell Shakespeare and lead actor in Titus 

Michael Gow, Artistic Director, QTC & Director, Titus and John Bell (radio interview) 

Robert Kemp, Designer (company video) 

Linda Lorenza, Head of Education, Bell Shakespeare 

English teacher, inner-city TAFE College 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 23 

Post-show interviewees 8 

6 month interviewees 9 

My grandmother…really liked 
the opera and she had a 
cousin who was a Doorman 
and so she used to get snuck 
in, and so when we went and 
saw Carmen she said ‘oh I saw 
Carmen’ and she’d hum a little 
bit of the song. And you know 
it all stays with you, it always 
stays with you.  

 



31 
 

 

AUDIENCES DETAILS: The majority of the audience of about 120 comprised people over 30 
years of age. Most of the young people aged between 18-24 in attendance completed the 
pre-show survey. Only two of those surveyed and none of these interviewed had attended 
as part of a school group. 

 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Dr John Hughes 

Chief Investigator: Professor Robyn Ewing, Associate Professor Michael Anderson 

Lead Research Assistant / State Project Officer: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Linzy Brady, Jess Chilton, Claire Coleman, Marianne Mansour, Victoria 
Campbell 

 

 

 

 

 

 This study confirms the impact that early theatre-going has on 
developing an ongoing commitment to theatre. 53% of those surveyed 
and 77% of those interviewed were attending with family members. 
 

 The influence of parents and grandparents in nurturing an interest in 
theatre has had a profound impact on the young people in this study. 
There is evidence to suggest that theatre-going as a family event has 
strengthened familial bonds and has had a positive effect on building 
shared memories. 

 

  

I like analysing theatre after 
I’ve seen it, it makes me feel 
like I’m appreciating it more.  

 



32 
 

Yibiyung by Dallas Winmar  

COMPANY: Malthouse Theatre (co-production with Company B Belvoir) 

VENUE: Beckett Theatre, CUB Malthouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE 4.30pm, Sunday 9 November 2008 

SEASON: 30 October – 13 November 2008 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Wesley Enoch, Director 

Annie Byron, Actor 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 35 

Post-show interviewees 39 

6 month interviewees 2 

…in the theatre it’s real life, 
you’re watching it there and 
then and (it’s) in front of 
you… And you feel like you’re 
part of it almost.   
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: All the young people who were interviewed were secondary school 
students in years 10 or 11 from two Victorian schools (one country government school and 
one suburban Catholic school). 

 

 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Angela O’Brien 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Kate Donelan 

Lead Research Assistant: Dr Richard Sallis 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Jane Bird, Georgina Capper, Grant Cartwright, Sheree Cartwright, 
Sharon Davis, Zoe Stark 

 

 

 
 
 

 The Malthouse appealed to students as modern, relaxed and 
welcoming, although almost none of the students knew about the 
venue or had been there before. 
 

 Many students saw a theatre visit as a special occasion but most 
commented that it was too expensive for regular attendance. A 
significant number of students reported that school drama helped 
them to appreciate and appraise the theatre experiences they 
attended. 

It was very, like it really 
got, like all of it got to me.  

 



34 
 

Fake Porno  by Milena Bogavac, Jelena Bogavac and 

Filip Vujosevic. Translated, adapted and directed by Bojana 
Novakovic 

COMPANY: Ride On Theatre Company 

VENUE: The Turbine Room, Brisbane Powerhouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8.30pm, Friday 30 January and Saturday 31 January, 2009 

SEASON: 27 January – 1 February 2009 

 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Alana Henry, Marketing Manager 

Dan Koop, Producer 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 60 

Post-show interviewees 25 

6 month interviewees 6 

…we spoke to other people 
that had watched it and 
actually we enjoyed it even 
more when we were able to 
discuss it with our friends and 
stuff, because there was stuff 
that they picked up that we 
didn’t pick up and vice versa.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The audience sat at tables, cabaret style and could purchase beer or 
Slivovika, a Serbian liqueur. The audience could come and go at will. Because of the nature 
of the play, there were no school children in the audience, and the interviewees ranged in 
age from 19 to 30. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator:  Professor Bruce Burton 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Penny Bundy 

Lead Research Assistant: Patrick Mitchell 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants: Lisa Boyle, Amy Bradney-George, Ali Clinch, Candace Diana 

 

 

 The Powerhouse was a key attractor: respondents described the venue 
as amazing, eclectic, beautiful, intimate, retro, raw, and contemporary.  
 

 Respondents reported that the unusual staging contributed to a 
heightened sense of intimacy, which meant that they became more 
immersed in the performance. 
 

 A number of audience members were either of Serbian extraction or 
had an interest in the Balkans – most often through having Serbian 
friends. One respondent stated that seeing the play was an 
opportunity ‘to see his own story told on stage’. 

I think everyone tries to, to um, 
to look for intense – intensity. 
That’s why people do bungee 
jumping…but to me that’s why I 
stay with the theatre.  
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The Removalists by David Williamson 

COMPANY: Sydney Theatre Company 

VENUE: The Wharf 1, Sydney Theatre Company 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8pm, Thursday 19 March 2009 

SEASON: 31 January – 29 March 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Helen Hristofski, Education Manager, STC 

John Hughes, Chief Investigator, also led school excursion to The Removalists in 1971 

Jessica Tuckwell, Assistant Director 

 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 116 

Post-show interviewees 30 

6 month interviewees 6 

If you study it and you know 
the meaning of – a lot of it is 
to do with body language as 
well – if you can read those 
signs then you’re definitely 
going to read it at a different 
level to someone who doesn’t 
have that knowledge.  
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AUDIENCE DETAILS: This was a general public audience 
with the majority over 30 years. Most case study 
participants were University of Sydney students 
enrolled in Australian Theatre, Film and Learning who 
attended on this evening. They ranged in age from 19-
24 years. Many were international students undertaking 
a semester of study in Australia.  Very few were regular 
theatre-goers. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Professor Robyn Ewing 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Michael Anderson, Dr John Hughes 

Lead Research Assistant / State Project Officer: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Stephanie Bohane, Margo Bowen, Victoria Campbell, Rebecca 
Kummerfeld, Linden Wilkinson 

 

 

 

 The tertiary students engaged with the accessibility of the narrative; 
the graphic use of violence; the believability of the performers as 
characters; the confronting nature of the performance space.   
 

 Many respondents spoke about the intimacy of the theatre and the 
powerful effect of being so close to the actors. Some felt that the 
lighting arrangement meant they were also ‘on stage’ and this caused 
them discomfort. 

 A number of young people with little theatre experience felt like 
outsiders and were self-conscious audience members. The case study 
revealed that to feel comfortable in the intimate nature of the theatre 
space, the more initiated or enculturated you need to be. 

I’d never seen a theatre 
thing before so it was quite, 
to actually see it up in the 
flesh and right next to me 
was good. You see emotion 
and….like I noticed like the 
spit fly and I saw one guy get 
spat in the face and he just 
had to keep wiping it off. It 
was really good.  
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Goodbye Vaudeville Charlie 
Mudd by Lally Katz 

COMPANY: Arena Theatre Company 

VENUE: Beckett Theatre, CUB Malthouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 7.30pm, Friday 27 March 2009 

SEASON: 11 – 28 March 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Chris Kohn, Artistic Director, Arena Theatre Company, and Director, Goodbye Vaudeville 
Charlie Mudd 

Mark Doggett, Education Program Assistant 

Fiona James, Education Program Manager 

Lally Katz, Writer 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 51 

Post-show interviewees 9 

6 month interviewees 3 

I think it [Malthouse] creates 
a space that I would come to 
even if I wasn’t coming to see 
a show.  Like I’d use this space 
as a space to meet people, to 
talk about a project.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The research participants were in two distinct groups. One cohort was 
highly theatre literate and regularly attended the theatre; it included young people 
currently working in the theatre who self-identified as theatre devotees. The other cohort 
was a group of university students attending with their lecturer. They were studying design 
but did not attend the theatre regularly. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Angela O’Brien 

Lead Research Assistant: Meg Upton 

Editorial Support: Dr Christine Sinclair 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Georgina Capper, Grant Cartwright, Sharon Davis, Tony Rive, Zoe Stark 

 

 

 

 

 The case study featured a group of highly literate young theatre-goers 
who were discerning and quite critical audience members and followed 
the work of particular creative team members, such as Lally Katz and 
Chris Kohn. Their criticism of the play did not mean that they were 
disengaged or dissuaded from further attendance. Rather, it reflected 
high expectations about live theatre performance. 
 

 There is evidence that the partnership with Malthouse is a positive 
association for Arena, and, fits with the company ethos of a broad 
conception of youth. Malthouse, as an umbrella venue and production 
partner, expands Arena’s market share. 

For me it was Chris Kohn and 
Lally Katz definitely… I think it 
was definitely the fact that 
they were both involved 
because I really like their 
work.  
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The Shape of a Girl  by Joan MacLeod 

COMPANY: Sydney Opera House, House:Ed  

VENUE: The Studio, Sydney Opera House 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 12.30pm, Tuesday 19 May 2009 

SEASON: 22 June – 1 July 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Noel Jordan, Director and Partner Investigator 

Mia Bucholtz, Education Manager 

Teachers from each of the four attending schools 

 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 109 

Post-show interviewees 86 

6 month interviewees 8 

I went home and nearly 
recited the whole thing to my 
mum, because I know she 
loves theatre as much as I 
love theatre and I just wanted 
to try and explain. And I was 
even acting out different 
parts because I’m like mum, 
you have to get the feeling of 
what it was like.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: This was a school matinee 
performance attended by approximately 139 Year 9 – 
Year 12 students and 10 teachers from four high 
schools. They came from the Hunter and Illawarra 
regions as well as south western Sydney.  The young 
people were from diverse socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds and 40% of students spoke a 
language other than English at home.  

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Michael Anderson 

Chief Investigators: Professor Robyn Ewing, Dr John Hughes 

Lead Research Assistant / State Project Officer: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Linzy Brady, Jess Chilton, Claire Coleman, Marianne Mansour, Casey-
Ann Wainer, Linden Wilkinson 

 

 

 

 Young people cannot be defined as a single homogeneous group and 
therefore a uniform approach to programming for and communicating 
with young people is problematic. 
 

 Prior exposure or study can influence an audience member’s tolerance 
to more challenging theatre genres, such as non-linear narrative. In 
turn this can influence young people’s engagement with the 
production. 
 

 The majority of those interviewed responded positively towards 
Sydney Opera House as a venue. It was regarded with both awe and 
pride across the four schools. 

  

I feel, personally theatres are 
[a] more intelligent form of 
entertainment than the TV or 
video games or something, so 
it would be nice to see more 
people interested in it.  
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The Shape of a Girl  by Joan MacLeod 

COMPANY: The Arts Centre, Melbourne (Education and Families Performances) 

VENUE: Fairfax Studio, the Arts Centre Melbourne 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 1pm, Tuesday 26 May 2009 

SEASON: 26 – 29 May, 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Noel Jordan, Director 

Phillip Norman, Program Manager, Education & Families Performances, the Arts Centre, 
Melbourne 

Robin Penty, Manager, Education, Families and Young People, the Arts Centre, Melbourne 

Teacher from one of the attending schools 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 109 

Post-show interviewees 69 

6 month interviewees 2 

I reckon that place [the Arts 
Centre] like, even though it’s 
really grand, and like really 
like amazingly structured and 
stuff, like you just feel 
comfortable in there anyway. 
Maybe ‘cause you know 
there’s other schools there and 
you’ve been there. before.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The young people participating 
in this case study were secondary school students 
from 8 schools across Victoria. They attended a 
school matinee that was not available to the general 
public. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Kate Donelan, Associate Professor Angela O’Brien 

Lead Research Assistant: Meg Upton 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Grant Cartwright, Sharon Davis, Clare Irvine, Petra Kalive, Sarah 
Lockwood, John O’Toole, Kylie Trounson 

 

 

 The data from regional schools shows that visits to theatre in 
Melbourne are essential in introducing country students to live 
performance, broadening their experiences and giving them a sense of 
engagement in the cultural life of Melbourne. 
 

 Teachers are crucial in enabling access to theatre for students, 
particularly regional students and those students whose parents are 
not interested theatre-goers. For many participants in this case study 
the organisation and interest of teachers was the determining factor in 
students attending. 
 

 Participants believed their own performance experiences and their 
Drama education gave them a greater insight into the work that goes 
into a production; consequently these young people were more 
respectful of theatre they saw than those not studying Drama. 

Yeah. I was amazed that she 
could do that. Like I don’t think 
I’ll ever be able to do that …. 
and she remembered like all 
her lines, and if she mucked up, 
I didn’t notice.  
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God of Carnage by Yasmina Reza 

COMPANY: Melbourne Theatre Company 

VENUE: The Playhouse, the Arts Centre Melbourne 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 1pm, Wednesday 9 September 2009 

SEASON: 29 August – 3 October 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Suzie Thomas, Education Manager, MTC 

Teachers from two attending schools (each interviewed twice)  

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 63 

Post-show interviewees 14 

6 month interviewees 5 

…you can never compare film 
to the theatre. I mean…the 
theatre is a live experience. I 
mean you’re sharing with this 
I don’t know – 100 to 1000 
other people and they’re all – 
you’re all laughing as one, 
you’re crying as one.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The auditorium was at capacity for 
the case study production. The student groups were 
seated in the dress circle, above the stalls, giving them a 
clear view of the coffee table, which was a central 
feature of the set design. Four school groups attended 
this performance, and pre-show surveys were collected 
across the four schools. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigators: Dr Madonna Stinson, Dr Christine 
Sinclair 

Lead Research Assistant: Meg Upton 

State Project officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Sheree Cartwright, Sharon Davis, Sarah Lockwood 

 

 This case study demonstrates the strong commitment by teachers to 
provide theatre experiences for the young people in their care, despite 
the effort, time and complex negotiations required in organizing a 
school theatre visit. This was especially true for those teaching in rural 
or outer suburban schools.  
 

 Students were attracted to the special nature of theatre-going and the 
social experience of participation as audience members at a live 
performance event. Their sense of community while being part of an 
audience and their shared experience provided a common basis for 
discussion and analysis following the performance. 

 The students described the Arts Centre as an opulent and exciting 
venue, but not a place in which they necessarily felt confident. The 
teachers provided the students with a sense of belonging in the space, 
and acted as translators of the new environment, and an advisor on 
matters of theatre etiquette. 

I go with my Gran. ‘Cause 
…she’s a subscriber to 
Melbourne Theatre 
Company and to the Arts 
Centre. …  She’s always been 
involved with the arts and 
she’s always encouraged me 
and my cousin and the rest 
of my family to be involved 
and she’s always taken us to 
stuff and I guess that’s 
where it comes from.  
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The True Story of Butterfish  

by Nick Earls 

COMPANY: Brisbane Powerhouse 

VENUE: Powerhouse Theatre, Brisbane Powerhouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 7.30pm, Friday 9 October 2009 

SEASON: 1– 25 October 2009 

 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Nick Earls, Playwright 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 40 

Post-show interviewees 14 

6 month interviewees 6 

And then the theatre is – it’s 
just nice to like dress up, you 
sort of extend on yourself 
because the way you react to a 
play you always – even if you’re 
not conscious of it, you’re 
always reflective of what 
you’ve seen um and it can take 
you in different ways like it can 
take you on a real emotional 
journey. It’s interesting to see 
how you react to things in 
different situations.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The audience numbered 
approximately 300, with a slight majority in the 40+ age 
range. The younger audience members were mainly in 
their 20s and early 30s, and the interviews were 
conducted with people ranging in age from 14- 30. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator:  Professor Bruce Burton 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Penny Bundy 

Lead Research Assistant: Patrick Mitchell 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants: Amy Bradney-George, Morgan Bundy-Wright, Nadia Vanek, Allira 
Power 

 

 The specific Brisbane context of the play was part of its appeal to the 
young audience in attendance, who were particularly engaged by the 
local references and locations. A significant number of the audience in 
their teens and early twenties attended the production in large groups 
that included older patrons, some of them parents, who were fans of 
Nick Earls.  The commissioning of this play was successful in attracting 
a new and diverse audience to the Powerhouse. 
 

 Many of the young people attended Butterfish because of the 
opportunity it generated for social interactions with friends. A number 
of participants spoke of theatre as a special event around which they 
could build an entire evening, including meeting up before the show 
and continuing on after the performance.  

I think being entertained, 
whether it be entertained 
through comedy or drama or, 
you know, whatever the um, 
genre is, I worked in a high 
pressure job and just having 
that hour when you’re not 
thinking and you feel you’re 
being entertained is what I 
get out of it.  
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Up Jumped the Devil  inspired by the 

songs of Nick Cave 

COMPANY: OZfrank Theatre 

VENUE: Cremorne Theatre, Queensland Performing Arts Centre 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: Friday, 30 October, 2009 (also in attendance on 24 & 25 Oct.) 

SEASON: 23 – 31 October 2009 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

John Nobbs and Jacqui Carroll, Creator/Director/Actor 

Janelle Christofis, Program Development Manager, QPAC 

Caroline Dunphy, Actor 

Belinda McCartney, Education Manager, QPAC 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 63 

Post-show interviewees 24 

6 month interviewees 9 

I think something that I 
value from it is that it sparks 
your imagination, it gives 
you something to think 
about and you walk away 
afterwards thinking of 
something. You have a 
question in your mind and, 
yeah just sparks your 
imagination. It interests you, 
yeah.  
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AUDIENCE DETAILS: On all three nights the classic, 
sombre look of the Cremorne Theatre and its foyers 
were peppered with spikes, mohawks, body piercings 
and black lace. A young generation of Goths and 
pseudo-punks flooded the space. People attended 
with friends, with siblings, with family. On the second 
of the case study nights, two Year 11 drama groups 
were in attendance. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor  
Penny Bundy  
 
Chief Investigator: Professor Bruce Burton 

Lead Research Assistants: Erika Piazzoli, Dianne Fenlon 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants:, Amy Bradney-George,  Morgan Bundy-Wright,  Gabrielle Castle, Ali 
Clinch, Martina Cross, and Sarah Woodland 

 

 

•Young people valued Nick Cave’s music. They enjoyed being confronted by 
content that they saw as different, interesting and new; content that was 
culturally and socially relevant to them. They appreciated being intellectually 
and aesthetically challenged. 

•Young people’s engagement in this work was influenced by the immediacy 
of the whole event. They spoke of perceptions of new, of contrast and of 
truth. They commented upon images that remain with you emerging from 
contrast, contradiction, the costumes, props and sets. 

Oh I think the atmosphere, it 
was just so, it was just so hard 
to define. It was a combination 
of you know the script and the 
costumes and the lighting and 
the acting. You know it was just 
such an atmospheric theatre 
piece and I haven’t seen many 
that kind of went to that level 
and made such an impression 
on me… 
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World Theatre Festival 
COMPANY: Brisbane Powerhouse 

The Productions under Study and the number of respondents for each were: 

The Eisteddfod by Lally Katz performed by Stuck Pigs Squealing (Melbourne) (8) 

Performance Anxiety devised and performed by Brian Lucas (6) 

Wondermart (5) and Etiquette (15) by Ant Hampton and Silvia Mercuriali, Rotozaza (UK) 

66A Church Road - A Lament Made of Memories and Kept in Suitcases by Daniel Kitson (2) 

The Ballad of Backbone Joe by Suitcase Royale (Melbourne) (14) 

A number of respondents attended more than one production. 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: Saturday, 13 February 2010 

SEASON: 2 February – 13 February 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Lee Cumberlidge, Producer 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 54 

Post-show interviewees 37 

6 month interviewees 12 

It’s really nice to have that 
sense of community you know 
when you go and see an art 
form. I think that’s what I really 
like about it. The community 
aspect of it. 
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AUDIENCE DETAILS: What was especially notable about the interviewees gathered for this 
case study was the large number of theatre workers who were attending Festival 
performances. 14 of the 35 interviewees were theatre workers, tertiary students or senior 
secondary school Drama students. The adult interviewees included active Brisbane based 
theatre workers, actors and writers attending the National Playwrights’ Conference, interns 
working with theatre companies and theatre students from tertiary institutions. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator:  Professor Bruce Burton 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Penny Bundy 

Lead Research Assistant: Patrick Mitchell 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants: Erika Piazzoli, Ali Clinch, Martina Cross, Nadia Vanek, Craig Wood, 
Morgan Bundy-Wright, Tiara Shafiq, Nikki-Ann Tuarau 

 

 The theatre workers and tertiary theatre students who were 
interviewed indicated that the opportunity to see a range of theatre 
not normally available in Brisbane was a major attraction. There was 
also an assumption that more exciting performance work was likely to 
be found at a festival.  
 

 The Powerhouse venue is an exceptional and key attractor for the 
respondents. Many interviewees spoke in superlatives about the range 
of performance and non-performance related experiences that can be 
had there. 

I  just love the building, I just 
get out of the car and I look at 
it and I’m like in awe, coz it’s 
just so amazing that it’s still 
here and they use it in this way 
and stuff. It’s awesome. 
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The Beauty Queen of 
Leenane by Martin McDonagh 

COMPANY: Sydney Theatre Company 

VENUE: Wharf 2, Sydney Theatre Company 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 10am, Tuesday 9 March 2010 

SEASON: 19 February – 13 March, 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Cristabel Sved, Director 

Helen Hristofski, Education Manager, STC 

Teachers from three of the attending schools 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 106 

Post-show interviewees 97 

6 month interviewees 9 

In all seriousness [BQL is] one of 
the best plays I’ve ever actually 
seen… I’m more of a musical 
person but it’s actually given 
me more interest in plays 
especially tragic-comedies as 
opposed to just normal 
tragedies…interesting to see a 
different spin on a tragedy 
instead of just a sad storyline 
when someone dies…good to 
have a comedy aspect along 
with it.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: As it was part of STC’s 2010 
Education Program, the focus of this case study was on 
students attending in school groups. The six attending 
schools at the case study performance were diverse: an 
inner city single sex Catholic school, two regional 
Catholic schools (one single sex and one co-ed); two 
public high schools from Sydney’s outer suburbs and a 
public high school from NSW Central Coast. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Professor Robyn Ewing 

Chief Investigators: Associate Professor Michael Anderson, Dr John Hughes 

State Project Officer/Lead Research Assistant: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Joshua Barnes, Stephanie Bohane, Linzy Brady, Josephine Fleming, 
Casey-Ann Wainer 

 

 

 

 The case study demonstrates the critical role informed teachers can 
play in enabling young people to have access to the cultural 
conversation through live theatre performance. This was especially 
true for some students from the regional Catholic schools who did not 
attend theatre with their families and whose engagement was 
nurtured through their teachers. 
 

 The set design played a major role in engaging the young people in the 
performance. They commented on its realness or liveness (‘I love the 
idea that you are right there in the experience.’) – being able to smell 
the rain and the porridge and feel the claustrophobia  of the tiny 
cottage – ‘you’re in the action’. 

  

I think it’s the experience, 
because, I love the idea that 
you are right there in the 
experience, and you can see 
like the sweat lying there on 
the actors’ foreheads and 
like the spit flying from their 
mouth.  
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King Lear by William Shakespeare 

COMPANY: Bell Shakespeare 

VENUE: Drama Theatre, Sydney Opera House 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 7.30pm, Friday 19 March & 10.30am, Tuesday 30 March 
2010 

SEASON: 10 March – 10 April 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

John Bell, Artistic Director, Bell Shakespeare and lead 
actor in evening performance of King Lear 

Samantha Tidy, Head of Education, Bell Shakespeare 

English teachers from three of the attending schools 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 173 

Post-show interviewees 85 

6 month interviewees 8 

My first memory of really, 
really digging the theatre 
was when I was eight years 
old… they had spices and 
incense and stuff going on… 
and music and colours and I 
was completely enraptured. 
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: This case study included an evening performance for the general pubic 
and a matinee school’s performance. The evening performance was preceded by a pre-show 
talk as part of the ‘Meet Bell Shakespeare’ series to 
which about 120 people attended across a wide age 
range, including young people. 42 young people 
completed the pre-show survey and 10 young people 
attending were interviewed. Five schools and a small 
number of university students attended the matinee 
performance. The schools included students from two 
public high schools, one private boys’ school and one 
TAFE.  

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Professor Robyn Ewing and Dr John Hughes 

Chief Investigator: Professor Robyn Ewing, Associate Professor Michael Anderson 

Lead Research Assistant / State Project Officer: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Stephanie Bohane, Linzy Brady, Rebecca Kummerfeld, Casey-Ann 
Wainer 

 

 

 In recalling their earliest memories of theatre, few young people talked 
about story but rather about their sensory experiences: the colours, 
smells, sounds and visual spectacle. This has particular relevance for 
this study as many respondents engaged with the performance of King 
Lear through the costumes and stagecraft despite difficulties with the 
language. 
 

 This study sought the views of contrasting audiences. Those attending 
as general public were confident and engaged theatre-goers not 
daunted by the difficult language. The school audiences who were 
unfamiliar with theatre felt underprepared and unsure of the 
experience. 

Being aware of the cold when 
you are sitting in the theatre 
was just really clever, the way 
everyone was tightly wrapped 
up in their coats, when he was 
out in the gale, naked, it just 
made you feel much more 
aware of how, I guess, how lost 
…he was.  
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Moth by Declan Greene 

COMPANY: Arena Theatre 

VENUE: The Tower Theatre, CUB Malthouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 7pm, Wednesday 26 May 2010 

SEASON: 13 May – 30 May 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Chris Kohn, Director, Moth and Artistic Director, Arena Theatre Company 

Declan Greene, Playwright 

Sarah Ogden, Actor (Melbourne and Sydney seasons) 

Teacher from one of the attending schools 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 28 

Post-show interviewees 34 

6 month interviewees 5 

And I love nothing more than 
when I see a show and I go with 
a friend. And we both come out 
with completely different 
opinions, because then we can 
really figure out what our own 
opinion is based on the things 
that they bring to light that we 
might not have noticed.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: The research team identified 
three distinct audience profiles of young people 
attending Moth: a Year 10 Drama class of 
intermittent theatre-goers from a Catholic girls’ 
school; a highly theatre literate Year 10 Drama class 
of regular theatre-goers from an independent co-
educational school; regularly attending independent 
theatre-goers. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor 
Angela O’Brien 

Co-Chief Investigator: Dr Clare Irvine 

Lead Research Assistant: Meg Upton 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Georgina Capper, Sarah Lockwood, John O’Toole, Madonna Stinson 

 

 

•Word of mouth was a significant feature of attraction for the young 
audience.  The data suggests that being able to talk about the experience of 
theatre in a meaningful way cements its value.  An analysis of one school 
group, regular theatre-goers both with their school and in their own leisure 
time with family and friends, demonstrates that not being able to talk about 
the theatre experience presents a barrier to sustained attendance. This 
cohort, whilst they enjoyed Moth, was not able to explain their experience to 
their other significant theatre partners (such as family and friends).  

•The intimate performance space was reported by the young people to work 
well for this production and facilitated their engagement with the 
performers. The venue was also seen as a positive and welcoming 
environment for young people and encouraged their attendance at this 
production. 

In the course I’m doing we 
actually do all elements of 
theatre. So, performance, 
technical, all production side of 
everything. So it’s really 
interesting just completely 
deconstructing an entire 
performance and picking out 
yeah the same thing. Seeing 
what I do like and what can I 
take away from it. What can I 
be inspired by. Sort of thing.  
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Fat Pig by Neil LaBute 

COMPANY: Queensland Theatre Company 

VENUE: Bille Brown Studio, Queensland Theatre Company 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 6.30pm, Wednesday 8 & 7.30pm, Thursday 24 June 2010 

SEASON: 31 May – 26 June 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Katie Stewart, Education Liaison Officer, QTC (on secondment from Education Queensland) 

Two teachers from each of the attending schools 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 98 

Post-show interviewees 69 

6 month interviewees 7 

I enjoy the communion and 
the community that happens 
in theatre and yeah the way it 
reflects life and it is beautiful 
and sometimes scary and 
yeah…  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: One case study production was a night with a number of schools in 
the audience, whilst the other was designated an under 30s night especially scheduled by 
QTC. There were two distinct audience cohorts in this case study: young adult theatre 
enthusiasts, aged between 19 and 27 years, and Year 11 secondary Drama students aged 
from 15-17 years, many of whom were first time theatre-goers. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigator: Professor Bruce Burton 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Penny Bundy 

Lead Research Assistant: Dianne Fenlon 

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton 

Research Assistants: Gabrielle Castle, Ali Clinch, Chelsea Thomas, Nadia Vanek  

 

 The language of pleasure and engagement was dominant in the 
students’ responses, while the technical language of theatre was 
largely absent. Use of technical theatre language did not necessarily 
correlate with the young people’s level of engagement or enjoyment. 
 

 Humour and politically incorrect dialogue contributed significantly to 
the respondents’ engagement. Shock value, a sense of unease, and 
cathartic laughter characterised the young people’s responses to the 
performance.  

Talking about it is a big part, 
I need to talk about it or I die.  
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The Threepenny Opera  by Bertolt 

Brecht and composed by Kurt Weill. Adapted by Raimondo Cortese  

COMPANY: Malthouse Theatre and the Victorian Opera 

VENUE: Merlyn Theatre, CUB Malthouse 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8pm, Thursday 10 June 2010 

SEASON: 28 May – June 19 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Michael Kantor, Artistic Director, Malthouse Theatre and  
Director, The Threepenny Opera 
 
Fiona James, Education Program Manager 

Three Drama teachers from two of the attending schools 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 95 

Post-show interviewees 87 

6 month interviewees 7 

To hear other people’s 
opinions and to get your own 
out there as well. Just to talk 
about it. Because everyone 
notices different things. 
Everyone sees different things 
– and loves or dislikes 
different things. It’s like you 
went to see a play with 
eleven pairs of eyes instead of 
just one.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: In 2010 The Threepenny Opera 
was selected for the VCE Theatre Studies playlist, 
ensuring large student audiences throughout its 
season. The majority of the student audience 
members and all of those in the four schools 
interviewed for this case study were enrolled in VCE 
Theatre Studies. The Year 12 students (and many of 
the Year 11 students) were attending the production 
to meet compulsory assessment requirements. A small 
number of general public young people were also 
interviewed. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Kate Donelan 

Lead Research Assistant: Dr Richard Sallis 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Ricci-Jane Adams, Georgina Capper, Sharon Davis, Clare Irvine, Petra 
Kalive, Paige Marshall, Meg Upton 

 

 

 Students were highly engaged by this production for their sense of 
physical proximity to charismatic live performers; the elements of a 
large-scale mainstream musical with a ‘confronting’, dark, ‘edgy’ plot; 
the humour and exaggerated physicality of the performers; as a big, 
visually exciting and challenging multi-media production; the 
relationship between actors and audience and the performativity of 
the orchestra; and the provocation and shock of unexpected 
performance moments. 
 

 As well as this, young people responded to the play’s contemporary 
relevance and the social/political content and themes. 

By studying for the exam and 
really learning the messages 
behind the play and how it 
was relevant to us it kind of 
made it interesting in a very 
different way to those big 
spectacular musicals but much 
more pertinent.  
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Moth by Declan Greene 

COMPANY: Arena Theatre Company 

VENUE: The Studio, Sydney Opera House 

CASE STUDY PRODUCTION: 10am & 12.30pm, Thursday 22 July 2010 

SEASON: 20 – 23 July 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

Chris Kohn, Director, Moth, and Artistic Director of Arena Theatre Company 

Declan Greene, Writer 

Sarah Ogden, Actor 

3 teachers from attending schools 

 

 
Pre-show audience surveys 199 

Post-show interviewees 67 

6 month interviewees 8 

…since we were the front row 
audience, we felt like –it felt 
like glass was being shattered 
in our face. In a good way – as 
ironic as it may seem. You can 
really understand and – you 
feel as if you have become the 
character in some cases.  
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AUDIENCE DETAILS: This was a school season aimed at 
students from Years 10-12. Many of the students were 
studying the NSW HSC Drama syllabus. A large 
proportion of the participants in this case study came 
from Sydney’s outer suburbs. They were ethnically and 
linguistically diverse with over 57% reporting that they 
spoke a language other than English at home. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Michael 
Anderson 

Chief Investigators: Professor Robyn Ewing, Dr John 
Hughes 

State Project Officer: Josephine Fleming 

Research Assistants: Stephanie Bohane, Linzy Brady, 
Josephine Fleming, Rebecca Kummerfeld, Casey-Ann 
Wainer 

 

 

 

 One of the key themes that emerged was the way young people 
attending this performance valued interactivity. They recognised and 
were attracted to the uniqueness of the live experience. For some of 
the young people, a preference for interactive performance may reflect 
a desire for experiences that allow them more control and agency as 
audience members. 
 

 Moth engaged most of the young audience members participating in 
this case study. They responded positively to the production’s 
engagement with issues that they cared about in a way they regarded 
as authentic and not patronising.  

It has made a really big 
impact because, beforehand 
like, I would have like 
walked in, I would have like 
switched off. I wouldn’t 
have really cared. But now 
when you look at it from a 
whole different new 
perspective. You’re like 
actually, looking at the 
techniques they use and you 
realise how engaging it is 
and how, they’re just like 
pushing this message and 
it’s really changed a lot. I 
didn’t really care for drama 
– like, go into productions 
before I even started 
drama, but now it’s actually 
become more, like 
interesting for me.  
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Dead Man’s Cell Phone 

by Sarah Ruhl 

COMPANY: Melbourne Theatre Company 

VENUE: The Sumner Theatre, Melbourne Theatre Company 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8pm, Thursday 6 August 2010 

SEASON: 1 July 1 – 7 August 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

Peter Evans, Director 

Lisa McCune, Actor  

Suzie Thomas, Education Manager, MTC 

Vanessa Rowsthorn, Marketing Manager, MTC 

MTC Ushers (5) 

 

 

 

Pre-show audience surveys 60 

Post-show interviewees 25 

6 month interviewees 5 

I've actually got a group of 
friends that have all come 
from school. We all studied 
Drama together at school and 
since remained friends and 
took out an MTC membership 
at the beginning of the year 
and so we go to the shows.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: This was a general public 
performance event, with respondents aged between 
15-30. As such, the focus was directly on young people 
who attend theatre outside the mandated school 
excursion. 

 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigator: Dr Christine Sinclair 

Lead Research Assistant: Dr Ricci-Jane Adams 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Jane Bird, Sarah Lockwood, Paige Marshall, Richard Sallis, Nyunkia 
Tauss, Meg Upton 

 

 

 

 

 Young people currently attending the MTC in non-school based 
contexts (e.g. as general public, Ambassadors) are well informed, 
highly theatre literate audience members committed to continued 
theatre-going, which includes the MTC. 
 

 Case study participants responded positively to the new MTC venue 
and to the Sumner Theatre. It was described as ‘very Melbourne’ and 
appropriate for ‘this art-loving city’. The positive response to the venue 
aligned with the positive association these young people had with the 
MTC brand and with the opportunities for cultural belonging afforded 
by the company. 

 

…if I have $70 and have a 
choice between buying a 
ticket to a Paramour show or 
to the theatre, I know I will 
love Paramour and - - I know I 
will love the band that I want 
to go and see…Yeah, I know 
that I will enjoy that. I don't 
know whether I will enjoy 
putting all my money for that 
fortnight into a play so I'll go 
with what is safer.  
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THIS KIND OF RUCKUS devised by Danielle 

Antaki, Sean Bacon, Arky Michael, Jane Phegan, Deborah Pollard, Christopher 

Ryan, Yana Taylor, Kym Vercoe and David Williams with Stephen Klinder 

COMPANY: version 1.0 presented by FULL TILT 

VENUE: The Fairfax Studio, the Arts Centre Melbourne 

CASE STUDY PERFORMANCE: 8pm, Thursday 26 August 

SEASON: 18 – 28 August 2010 

 

KEY INFORMANTS: 

David Williams, Director, THIS KIND OF RUCKUS, CEO of 
version 1.0 

Linda Catalano, Producer, the Arts Centre 

Vanessa Pigrum, Artistic Director of FULL TILT 

Kym Vercoe, Deviser and Performer 

Two teachers from the attending schools 

 
Pre-show audience surveys 25 

Post-show interviewees 21 

6 month interviewees 7 

It's one thing to go oh, you 
know, oh, Version 1.0, blah, 
blah, blah let's go and see it, 
it's another thing to go oh, 
David Williams has had a chat 
to us and talking about the 
process and why they did a few 
things they did. I wasn't coming 
until he came today and I'm 
like, oh, wow, I should probably 
come to this, you know, rock 
up.  
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AUDIENCES DETAILS: There were three distinct groups within the research cohort – a group 
of Years 10 and 11 Drama students from a semi-regional private school on the outskirts of 
Melbourne; tertiary performing arts students from three Melbourne universities; and a 
small and more eclectic representation of general 
public young people, whose reasons for attending 
ranged from professional interest to accompanying 
their theatre student friends. For the school group 
and university students attending there was a 
curriculum link to the production. 

RESEARCH TEAM: 

Partner Chief Investigator: Dr Christine Sinclair 

Chief Investigator: Associate Professor Kate Donelan 

Lead Research Assistant: Dr Ricci-Jane Adams 

State Project Officer: Tim Stitz 

Research Assistants: Jane Bird, Paige Marshall, Richard Sallis, Nyunkia Tauss, Meg Upton 

 

 

 

 FULL TILT’s programming of THIS KIND OF RUCKUS brought a younger 
audience into the Arts Centre, including those who were not 
necessarily regular theatre-goers. They were attracted by the content 
and themes and were prompted to attend through a professional 
interest in the topics the play canvassed. For some of these people the 
interest in the material gave them access to an unfamiliar form of 
theatre performance and introduced them to a new venue. 
 

 The programming of this independent, experimental theatre 
production at the Arts Centre altered some young people’s perception 
of the venue. Whereas they previously had identified the Arts Centre 
with mainstream cultural events and older audiences, they embraced 
the opportunity to access the cultural conversation in that venue. 

When I was a kid I really liked 
coming down into the thing, 
into the waiting area where 
they had all the different 
things going on and people 
were dressed up and you 
could sit back and watch it 
and then going back into the 
theatre. I like small theatre. I 
like having a small space that 
is quite intimate, the stage. 
So I think it's a really nice 
venue.  
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Wicked: The untold story of 
the witches of Oz  adapted by playwright 

Winnie Holzman, with music and lyrics by Stephen Schwartz, from 
the novel by Gregory Maguire 

COMPANY: The Gordon/Frost Organisation 

VENUE: Lyric Theatre, Queensland Performing Arts Centre 

CASE STUDY PRODUCTION: 1.30pm and 7.30pm, Wednesday 9 February & 6.30pm, 
Tuesday, 15 February 2011 

SEASON: 25 January – 2 April 2011 

 

KEY INFORMANTS:  

John Kotzas, CEO, QPAC 

Kim Davis, Visitor Services Manager, QPAC 

Five teachers from three of the attending schools 

 

 
Pre-show audience surveys 261 

Post-show interviews 90 

6 month interview 12 

Just there's so much effort and time 
because when you've been in a musical 
you can understand how many hours 
goes into it and how much effort and 
time you are giving up to put the show 
together.  … I can value that a lot 
because I know how it feels but I also 
know the feeling when it all comes 
together in that final product when 
you're up on the stage and know that 
you're entertaining people. 
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RESEARCH TEAM: 

Chief Investigators:  Associate Professor Penny 
Bundy, Dr Madonna Stinson  

Lead Research Assistants: Dianne Fenlon, Erika 
Piazzoli  

State Project Officer: Andrea Burton  

Research Assistants: Chelsea Carruthers, Gretta 
Johnson, Chelsea Thomas, Nadia Vanek 

Audience Details: a total of 261 audience surveys 
were completed: 120 from three secondary schools and 140 from the general public. Of a 
total of 40 interviews conducted with 24 young adults and 67 secondary school students 
after they had seen Wicked, eight group interviews were conducted with 20 school students 
[19 F & 1 M] from a state high school in the Brisbane south region within one day of the 
performance; three group interviews were conducted with 17 students [12 F & 5 M] in a 
north Queensland regional private/boarding school within 10 days of the performance; and 
10 group interviews were conducted with 30 students at a private girls' school in the 
Brisbane north region within 1 week of the performance. In addition, four tertiary drama 
students [all females in their early twenties and all familiar with the TheatreSpace project] 
were interviewed.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mega-musicals are considered low risk experiences and therefore can 
be safely recommended to others who may not normally attend 
theatre.  

 Enthusiastic teachers significantly influenced the attendance and 
nature of the experience of young people. 

 Familiarity with the venue gained through having themselves 
performed in one or more of the theatres at the Queensland 
Performing Arts Centre in dance or theatre festivals led to comfort and 
a feeling of being ‘at home’ in the venue which positively influenced 
the experience of Wicked. 

I just thought it was a fantastic 
show because I know people 
have seen it in all different 
countries and it was highly 
recommended. So I'd been 
waiting for it to come to 
Australia just so I can see it.  I 
heard the music was fantastic, 
the acting was fantastic, so it 
was highly recommended 
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The TheatreSpace Symposium 
 

Introduction 
 
The concept and origins 

The concept of a Symposium to be held towards the end of the project was built into the 
design from the outset of the TheatreSpace Project. In simplest terms, it would provide the 
first outlet or public airing of the findings. On another level it would be an opportunity to 
share emerging findings with the Industry partners, give them the chance to respond 
publicly, and prepare the groundwork which might assist these companies to review their 
policies and practice. Equally important, the TheatreSpace team recognised that owing to 
questions of scale, the Project had to omit many important stakeholders, such as companies 
and university researchers from beyond the Eastern states, other independent and smaller 
theatre companies and providers, organisations dealing in multimedia and hybrid arts, 
teachers and educators, youth theatres and theatre for young audiences...  and young 
people themselves as active researchers and direct contributors to the outcomes of the 
project. In planning for the Symposium, the research team felt strongly that young people, 
who had been at the heart of the research endeavor, should have a presence and a voice at 
the Symposium. There was an equally strong determination to ensure that the inclusion of 
young people as delegates was not seen as tokenistic or simplistic. An active gathering 
which was to be genuinely dialogical would give the opportunity for all these groups to at 
least hear and discuss the findings with the research team, and make an informed input 
prior to the final research report.  

There was a very important lead-up phase, over the eighteen months preceding the 
Symposium. The Industry Partners were being given regular updates and each had received 
at least one completed case study into their company. To further the process of reporting, 
and ensure that the Partners felt that the Symposium would cater usefully to their needs, 
the TheatreSpace team designed an information 'roadshow', for Partners to attend, which 
was held in each of the three cities, led by the TheatreSpace coordinators and the CIs 
responsible for liaising with the particular partners attending in each city.  

These proved very valuable in identifying some concerns of the Partners, and a measure of 
scepticism from them about the value of the proposed Symposium. Some partners were still 
doubtful that the project would produce any insights beyond what their own marketing 
research told them; some questioned whether the expenditure, not least of their own 
executives' time in attending it, would be justified. They particularly did not want 'an 
academic talkfest' as one put it. They gave the team advice about what would be useful, and 
the team endeavoured to reassure them that the Symposium would be focused on 
implications for action and implementation and that they themselves would get the 
opportunity to make a genuine and honest response to the project findings.  

The roadshows bore fruit in helping to shape the Symposium, and also in convincing the 
partners to commit their time and resources to attending it. A major planned component of 
the Symposium was to ask the CEOs of all the Partner companies to respond directly to the 
findings. To help them do this, they would be sent a draft of the report one month prior to 
the Symposium. In the end almost all the company CEOs, or officers of equal status, did 
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attend and make very cogent presentations, as detailed below. Three CEOs were unable to 
attend and present, through internal constraints, but one of those sent observers and a 
senior management representative. 

The structure 

The Symposium was planned to take place over two-and-a-half or three days. Sydney Opera 
House had offered itself to be the venue, and after negotiations allocated the Utzon Room, 
a public meeting room holding approximately a hundred people. This - and project finances - 
dictated the size of the gathering. Following the roadshow, the team realised that the 
business of the meeting demanded more than two days, but that Industry Partner CEOs 
could not be elected to attend for the whole period. The team also recognised that most of 
the audience of theatre and young people stakeholders which could be accommodated 
would not be primarily interested in hearing about the research and its academic 
implications. 

These considerations shaped the event. It was decided to hold a separate 'research' day, 
immediately following the Symposium, for any interested Symposium participants, and also 
those education and arts researchers for whom that would be core business. The Australia 
Council, the Industry Partner which did have a major interest in research, agreed to host this 
day, effectively as a separate event, in their own premises. University and other researchers 
were given an open invitation to this event. The delegates to the Symposium itself would be 
by invitation, and would include theatre companies not part of the research, youth theatres, 
educators, performers and other creatives, arts administrators... and most importantly, 
selected young people. Clearly, with over a thousand young people surveyed or interviewed, 
the research team did not set out to find a representative group of young delegates. Rather, 
young people who had been involved as participants in the research who had an interest in 
further deliberations on the key questions of the research, would be invited. As a result of 
this decision, in the event the Youth Delegates tended to be in the older range, 18 to 30, 
and many of them were committed theatre attendees and/or theatre makers. Youth 
delegates came from all three Eastern States. Arts Victoria, one of the Industry Partners, 
provided funds to enable young people's representatives to attend; Arts Queensland were 
not able to assist the project or contribute in any way, but several Queensland young people 
did accept the invitation and travelled independently, allowing all states involved to be 
represented. 

The Symposium 'proper' would be divided into three segments. The first would include all 
the Industry Partner CEOs, and would comprise the major presentational element: the 
opening would be at night, with a welcome by the local hosts and if possible a government 
arts representative, federal or state. The latter did not prove feasible, although the well-
known and distinguished leaders of three of the Sydney companies provided the welcome. 
This would be followed by a brief summary of the project, its origins, some of the key 
findings by John O'Toole, TheatreSpace coordinating chief investigator - assisted by a video 
specially prepared by a professional team of young media artists, providing an overview of 
the research.  

Day Two would continue this first segment with a more detailed presentation of the 
findings, stressing their complexity but also identifying key thematic strands. That would 
then be followed by the formal presentations of the Industry Partner CEOs, and an open 
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forum of questions to them from the floor. We expected that many or all of the CEOs would 
leave at this point – though in the event, some stayed. The second segment of the 
Symposium would take place next, taking the remainder of this second day. The participants 
would move into a series of structured discussion groups, alternating specific interest 
groups (e.g. administrators, educators, creatives) with mixed groups comprising all those 
categories. These groups would start to examine the implications of the findings in terms of 
possible action and implementation, and report back periodically.  

Day Three - and segment three – would broaden the discussion beyond the project, inviting 
a number of guest speakers both from other areas of the theatre industry who had a stake 
in youth audience and an invited guest researcher from overseas, to respond to the draft 
report, which they too would all have had prior opportunity to study. The discussion groups 
would then resume, with a more specifically future-centred brief to consider opportunities 
and challenges for implementation of the findings. This would then be followed by a plenary 
session, where the invited young people would make their own presentation, which they 
would have been working on during some parts of the proceedings, and a general discussion 
would ensue to wrap up the Symposium. 

All these sessions would be chaired, and the discussion groups convened, by the Chief 
investigators of TheatreSpace. 

This structure was adopted, and adhered to. More detailed accounts of the key sessions, 
and the outcomes of the Symposium, together with participant feedback, form the 
remainder of this chapter.  

Prepared Presentations 
 
The first three sessions were intended to set the scene and provide an informed context for 
the participants’ contributions, and comprised presentations from the researchers and their 
partners. The Opening on Monday evening provided participants with the context and 
background of the study; the Researchers’ Keynote which opened Tuesday spelled out the 
key findings and recommendations; this was followed by a prepared response from each of 
the Industry Partner Organisation CEOs.  

The Symposium was opened and participants welcomed by Kathy Keele, CEO of the 
Australia Council, and the locally-based John Bell (Bell Shakespeare) and Andrew Upton 
(STC). They emphasised the size and complexity of the project, its significance in critically 
contextualising and providing a specific evidence base for young audiences (incorporating 
their diverse voices) and their choices. The speakers also stressed companies’ need for 
resilience to provide young audiences (their ‘holy grail’) with enrichment. The Lead Chief 
Investigator, John O’Toole, with the help of a ten minute video made largely by young 
people, sketched out the origins and structure of the project, and briefly announced some 
key findings as ‘tasters’ of a fuller account, to follow. 

This came the next morning. Following a welcome by the host, Sydney Opera House, the 
Project Keynote was delivered by a panel of four CIs, and also incorporated many quotations 
from young people, collected as part of the project. This multiplicity of voices, including the 
young themselves, was symbolic of the findings – which revealed both the diversity and 
sophistication of young people’s responses to live theatre. The keynote grouped the report 
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findings into four key thematic categories of particular significance, to provide the 
Symposium with a structure to the discussions:  

 the project itself  
 the educational dimensions of young people’s attendance, and the connected issues 

of theatre literacy and theatre confidence 
 the nature of the whole event and the significance of the theatre spaces 
 how young audiences engaged with the liveness and risk factors of theatre.  

 
The details of these findings may be found elsewhere in this report. 
 
The CEOs of the Industry Partner Organisations had been invited to give pungent five-
minute responses to the draft report which they had been sent a month earlier. They were 
invited to identify one finding which surprised them, and/or one which they saw as a 
challenge, and/or one which they saw as having immediate implications for their 
companies. Ten CEOs presented: John Bell (Bell Shakespeare), Jonathan Bielski (Sydney 
Opera House), Tim Brinkman (The Arts Centre [Melbourne]), Linda Fleet (Arts Victoria), 
Kathy Keele (Australia Council, Chris Kohn (Arena Theatre), Jo Porter (Malthouse Theatre), 
Andrew Ross (Brisbane Powerhouse), Ann Tonks (Melbourne Theatre Company) and 
Andrew Upton (Sydney Theatre Company).  All speakers chose to address all three 
invitations, some more explicitly than others. Three CEOs were not able to be present, 
although one of these companies (Queensland Performing Arts Centre) later in the 
Symposium provided a response through another senior representative, which was in 
general agreement with the others.  

The responses of the CEOs did not exactly fall into the categories of the keynote they had 
just heard – the themes chosen by the research CIs; however, there was a significant 
convergence.  

The TheatreSpace Project itself 
 
Throughout the Project, the researchers were aware that most of the companies 
themselves did significant market-oriented research, and that some Partners had even 
expressed informal reservations about the likelihood of the Project producing new or 
valuable insights. In their presentations, all the CEOs opened by discussing the project itself, 
their opinion of it and its findings, and how they initially responded to those. Without 
exception they all affirmed its value: - one spoke of the ‘joy and encouragement’ the report 
had given. Most prefaced this by noting with approval or relief that most of its findings 
confirmed what they expected or intuited, providing a common language and reference 
points, codifying their knowledge and adding depth of understanding to it. Many also talked 
of unexpected challenges thrown up by the research, and an imperative to re-examine their 
own practices afresh. Several noted with approval the strong presence of young people’s 
voices, both in the report and in the Symposium itself. There was recognition that the strong 
evidence base of the project would be valuable in policy development within the company 
and beyond, and for lobbying, particularly in connection with the forthcoming Australian 
Cultural Policy and the implementation of the National Arts Curriculum, with its built-in 
entitlement to performing arts for all students.   
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The event and the environment 
 
There was considerable reflection and some philosophising from the CEOs on the nature of 
the theatre event, the whole experience and the physical environment – particularly from 
those companies responsible for theatre buildings. Some noted those findings which related 
to a sense of ‘special occasion’ for young people, and that the grandeur and formality of the 
civic theatre buildings and companies was found generally to be inviting rather than 
intimidating as sometimes imagined. However, several acknowledged that their current 
policies did not always make best use of this opportunity, and that some practices of 
scheduling and front-of-house management could be off-putting. They acknowledged the 
young theatregoers’ emphasis on a strong sense of a social event among young people, the 
importance of peer company and a shared experience with friends, and several identified 
ways in which they were already addressing this.  

The nature and needs of young audiences 
 
There was also a strong focus on the nature and the diversity of young audiences, and the 
particular kind of theatrical experiences and shows they liked and appreciated – summed up 
by one speaker as needing to be ‘entertaining, informative and challenging… and popular’. 
Speakers noted the disparities among socio-economic status in groups which attended apart 
from those in school parties, and the low representation of both ethnic diversity and 
indigenous youth. The speakers welcomed, in some cases with surprise, the report’s finding 
of the importance of the family and particularly grandparents in developing the habit of 
theatregoing. Speakers also acknowledged that to young people, different theatres were 
alternative providers, not rivals, and that perhaps a collaborative policy among theatre 
companies might prove more productive than competitive advertising and programming.  
There was some mention of the economic issues for young people – and connected ones of 
access (such as booking with credit cards, remote or even suburban travel etc.) and 
conversely references to the economic problems and disadvantages for companies 
attempting to redress these imbalances.  

Educational implications 
 
There was little immediate explicit response to the educational findings in the report, 
perhaps predictably, as these were the industry companies. However, the importance of the 
findings was recognised, and a couple of salient points in particular – the report’s strong 
finding about the disincentive that insensitive assessment tasks presented for school 
groups, and the two-way issue of respect and etiquette. The findings on the importance of 
theatre literacy, and how it came to be defined through the project, were received with 
interest, and a range of responses from enthusiasm to puzzlement.  

Future orientation 
 
Several of the CEOs were very future-oriented – looking to use the report’s eye on the 
present to help them plan and possibly change their policy and their practices. They did this 
in some cases by recounting how their company was already acting on the 
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recommendations and imperatives in the report, for instance how one company was 
instituting Q & A sessions as part of the performance, another developing its social spaces, 
and still another moving away from subscription models of ticketing and even in some cases 
advance booking, in favour of more informal and spontaneous performances. Other more 
speculative and imaginative avenues were explored, such as having ‘youth nights’ and 
cutting out intervals entirely. The areas which are pointed out in the report as most 
problematic received rueful acknowledgment, including: 

 the difficulties for people of non-English speaking backgrounds, and migrants with a 
range of ethnicities, in either finding relevant theatre or even learning how to access 
it – some speakers spoke of making stronger efforts in the future to do this 

 the importance of the ‘facilitator’ figure, and the difficulty inherent in replacing the 
enthusiastic teacher and school group leader with an equivalent facilitator for post-
school attendance 

 the research problem of identifying from non-attendees why they do not attend.  
 

Interest Group Discussions 
 
On the afternoon of Day 2 of the TheatreSpace Symposium, delegates were invited to 
convene into small interest groups. Facilitated by Research CI Michael Anderson, this was 
the first opportunity for delegates to openly discuss the day’s formal presentations.  

The Interest Group Discussions brought delegates into small focus groups convened 
according to their professional capacity or role at the Symposium. Groups included: 

 industry leaders (such as Executive Producers and Artistic Directors)  
 funding, policy and research  
 creatives and programming   
 education managers (of the companies) 
 education representatives (including teachers)  
 audiences and young people. 

 
This session, held after the keynotes and partners’ presentations, asked delegates to 
respond to those specifically in regards to the issues and challenges that they perceived. The 
groups were convened in a round table format and asked to identify questions that arose 
out of the presentations in addition to compiling a list of key issues. Finally, the groups were 
asked to plot three possible actions in response to the issues they had raised – immediate, 
mid and long term. The groups were facilitated by a TheatreSpace Chief Investigator and 
detailed notes were taken by a dedicated note taker. The group discussions were also 
digitally recorded. As the Symposium was created to be ‘research in action’, recording and 
collating the responses from all the TheatreSpace partners in the room, as well as the wider 
academic and industry audience, was a key priority of the entire event. While the groups 
completed this phase, notes were compiled and written up on to Powerpoint slideshows. 
Once the slideshows were prepared, each group nominated one member who reported 
back to the entire room on their key issues, questions and actions. 

Whilst each group identified disparate issues as a priority for that group, all groups placed 
an emphasis on translating the findings of the research into action. There were several key 
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themes identified across the groups that whilst articulated in differing ways can be collated 
together. These include: 

 the impact of education and curriculum 

 accessing the responses of young people who have never attended theatre 

 increasing theatre’s accessibility 

 supporting young people’s attendance at transition times in their lives. 
 
The impact of education and curriculum 
 
The critical relationship between young people and the impact education has on shaping 
them as audiences were at the forefront of discussion. Amongst the key issues were the 
relationship between repertoire and curriculum, the notion of theatre literacy as either an 
imposed language or a critical response, the difference between participation and 
education, the perceived problems of an overcrowded curriculum, the theatre literacy of 
teachers, and finally ways in which  teachers might be better supported.  

The impact of education in shaping young audiences raised the following questions: 

 Does formal curriculum close down participation? 
 How do we encourage theatre literacy and theatre confidence in teachers? 
 How do we get teachers to attend theatre outside of a curriculum imperative? 

 
Interestingly, the young people delegates in attendance, many of them recent school 
leavers, did not engage in issues or questions regarding education and curriculum. They did, 
however, offer several suggestions for engaging school age young people in theatre. Firstly, 
they recommended allowing students to choose between several different shows when 
attending the theatre as a school activity. The young people delegates suggested that this 
would create a greater sense of ownership and make students more likely to want to like a 
performance. In the long term, this group recommended that it needs to be made clear to 
students that theatre has both social and entertainment aspects and is not simply about 
education. 

The actions put forward by each group articulated the ways in which the different areas of 
the sector were attempting to think through the issues raised about education and its 
impact on theatre attendance. Recommendations included providing ‘rewards’ to teachers, 
student specific programs, advocacy with principals and the Board of Education, and 
industry members attending theatre and drama teacher conferences. 

Accessing the responses of young people who have never attended theatre 
 
One of the key methodological issues for the TheatreSpace researchers, the problem of 
accessing the responses of non-attending young people, was not missed by the delegates in 
attendance either. Engaging young people in annual interviews over the course of the four 
year project, at times of great transition in their lives, was a great challenge to the 
researchers, particularly as the decision was made not to offer incentives (such as gifts or 
money) for participation. Compounding this was the issue of how to keep non-theatre 
attending young people interested in talking about not attending theatre over that time 
frame. Discussions on better ways to connect to non-attendees were linked to ideas that 
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might ensure every young person in Australia could be given the opportunity to see theatre 
(particularly without an education imperative attached to attendance). This led onto 
discussions of how to increase theatre’s accessibility for young people. 

Increasing theatre’s accessibility 
 
There are many aspects to the notion of accessibility. Leading on from the previous section’s 
proposals for ensuring every young person (or more specifically child) is taken to the 
theatre, was the idea that theatre as part of a school excursion needs somehow to be 
removed from an educational imperative. In other words, young people, many delegates 
believe, need to have experiences of theatre that are motivated by its social and cultural 
aspects rather than in fulfilment of curriculum requirements. This would potentially in turn 
liberate theatre attendance from the ‘work’ of school and encourage sustained attendance 
into the post-schooling age range.  

Other discussions on increasing accessibility included a number of practical suggestions. One 
of these involved increasing the use of social media to provide young people with much 
valued prior knowledge about a production. Another involved ‘transforming’ venues into 
spaces that are more welcoming to young people, including retraining front of house staff to 
be more accommodating of young people. This included the idea of integrating young 
people into the whole theatre event (before and after the performance). The young people 
delegates had several ideas about how to make theatre more accessible logistically, 
including the use of ticket ‘lotteries’ for premium seats, late night sessions, allowing 
students to attend theatre out of uniform and providing easy ways for young people to book 
a group of seats together. 

Two of the broader suggestions for ways in which to make theatre more accessible for 
young people were: 

 the identification and appointment of regional ‘arts champions’  
 creating a national cultural policy for children.  

 
Supporting young people’s attendance at transition times in their lives 
 
One of the key issues raised in the TheatreSpace research, and picked up by many of the 
delegates in attendance at the Symposium, is the importance of a facilitator at transition 
times in young people’s lives. This means the presence of someone in the young person’s 
life, be it family member, teacher or friend, who acts as a gateway to theatre attendance 
when a previous mode of attending (ie with school) ends. Discussions at the Symposium 
circulated around how to identify and support this gatekeeper. The key transition times 
appear to be moving from primary to secondary education and then again as young people 
move into the post-schooling age range. The young delegates themselves, understanding 
the importance of the social context of theatre attendance for young people, recommended 
the creation of social networking groups (e.g ‘Let’s see theatre together!’) where young 
people who might not have others to accompany them to the theatre could link with people 
in their area. 

As part of this, the relationships between adults and young people in the theatre generally 
were also a point of discussion. This centred on how some young audiences do not 



78 
 

necessarily feel welcome in the typically ‘adult’ space of the theatre and how this might be 
overcome. Working with front of house staff, for example, to accommodate rather than 
ostracise young people in foyer spaces was one suggestion. 

Going further than this, however, is the issue of content and whether or not main stage 
theatre companies and production houses are producing work that is appealing to all 
audiences rather than just their ‘adult’ cohort. One means by which it was suggested this 
could be managed was not to differentiate between young people’s theatre and ‘adult’ 
theatre when it comes to programming, in order to encourage inclusivity. 

 
The Marquee Panel  
 
One of the key aims of the TheatreSpace symposium was to understand how the 
TheatreSpace findings made sense to a range of people. This panel, held on Day 3, invited 
critical friends who had not been directly associated with the research to consider some of 
the findings of the research in the context of their own work. The panel was chaired by Noel 
Jordan, Artistic Director of Come Out Youth Arts Festival and a former TheatreSpace 
researcher. The following is a reflection of some of the key points the panellists made about 
the research findings and the implications for future practice and research. Their full 
responses are available as podcasts. 
 
Matthew Reason, Senior Lecturer in Theatre at York St John University UK 
 
Matthew Reason began by debunking the myth that young audiences are future audiences - 
in the words of Martin Drury: 

Children are not the audience of the future. Rather, they are the audience of the here-
and-now … An 8 year old is not a third of a 24 year old, …Being 8 is the whole 
experience… there are understandings and meanings particular to being 8. 

Matthew reflected on how his research in the UK resonated with the TheatreSpace research 
in the matter of  how young people can have ownership of the theatrical experience and  
what happens when they do not. In his research his respondents described how young 
people felt about the theatre experience, including: 

‘Once I saw that chandelier I thought, I says is this for people of the upper class?’ 
 ‘There was a sea of grey hair’ 
 ‘You feel out of place and you feel self-conscious. And some of the looks you get.’ 
 

His conclusion from his own research was that in the UK young people feel they have no 
ownership over theatre and it is not for them. He described this ‘self-socialisation’ as a 
phenomenon born of class – as one of his respondents, Rebecca, said: the best thing about 
it was ‘when it was over’ because then she ‘didn’t have to watch it anymore’.  

Matthew’s concluding question was how do we turn one kind of response into the other, 
and encourage the habitus of theatre going in young people? His answer came down to 
building in young people a feeling of entitlement to theatre by presenting work that speaks 
directly to their world and beyond it. He argued that the theatre experience should be 
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curated from before it begins to after it ends to give young people an experience that they 
feel is their entitlement.  

Angela Betzien, writer and co-founder of theatre company, Real TV 
 
The next speaker picked up on some of those themes and discussed the content of theatre 
for young people. Angela argued that young people are turned off by theatre that’s boring, 
too long and not active enough. She touched on her experience with Real TV in touring 
schools and flagged in-schools performance as a key ‘battleground’ for engagement with a 
theatre that is anything but boring: ‘As a writer I’ve learnt to sharpen my focus, to distil epic 
themes and ideas…  to make theatre that’s complex that audiences can engaged with on 
multiple levels’.   

She highlighted the schools performance sector as being critical to building the audiences of 
the future and identified this exploration as a gap in the TheatreSpace research, wanting to 
know more about the actual impact of schools touring experiences in building audiences of 
the future. She noted that the schools touring sector did not look healthy: it was hard to get 
good work up and out to schools; touring bodies seemed to only afford low cost work rather 
than contemporary plays requiring significant creative and financial investment; the schools 
booking were predominantly metropolitan and private. She proposed that larger companies 
needed to directly address those deficits by partnering with touring bodies and smaller 
companies that have experience in this area… to share the costs and efforts of touring into 
schools.  

Angela also commented on the use of new media as an integral part of the work she 
creates, and the incorporation of popular culture genres and forms. Another theme in 
Angela’s presentation was the centrality of liveness, immediacy and risk in the development 
of her work for young people and in the work that TheatreSpace explored – making vivid 
comparisons with incidents from her own company and some TheatreSpace responses. As 
Matthew Reason had, Angela also highlighted the importance of venues and suggested that 
we need to move beyond our current conceptions of performance venues to meet the 
needs of young audiences: ‘ about theatre on the streets, on site… how theatre can be 
merged with the exciting new medium of say, location based games’. She made the point 
that reality, connection, intimacy and the emotional experience had been cited in 
TheatreSpace as factors attracting young people to the theatre and recommended pushing 
the boundaries further. 

Angela further identified the homogeneity of theatre for young audiences as an issue for the 
sector.  She commented on the TheatreSpace report’s finding that there were very few 
performances in this large research study that sourced script, director and/or production 
values from outside a western theatre tradition, and questioned why our theatre doesn’t 
reflect the diversity of faces and stories on our streets to encourage a diversity of future 
audiences and ‘reverse society’s erosion of the imagination’. 

Stephanie Hutchinson Programme Director, Vivo d'arte and former Director of the Discover 
Programme, National Theatre, London 
 
Confidence in the environment and a sense of ‘birth right’ for young people entering the 
theatre: ‘an appetite - an expectation that theatre be a part of their lives’ were also 
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important in Stephanie’s reflection on the TheatreSpace report. She also highlighted the 
central link between the school experience and the family experience, crucial to sustaining 
interest and passion for theatre, that is also prominent in the TheatreSpace research. She 
acknowledged that this went hand in hand with programming choices on the main stage, as 
it is this work that will encourage families and young people to come through the doors 
together. She noted the efforts the National Theatre were making to address the gap 
between school and family attendance in order to encourage independent theatre going. 

Stephanie concluded with a call to use the research as a foundation to develop an improved 
approach to theatre for young people and identified the role of international touring 
companies as part of that role: creating a welcoming environment, programming choices, 
specifically shows for families and young audiences and affordable and relevant schemes for 
enticing more young people through the doors from a very young age as their birthright.  

Lyn Wallis, Director Australia Council Theatre Board 
 
Lyn Wallis remembered the days of theatre in education but reflected that theatre belongs 
in theatrical spaces. She argued that there is no evidence that touring theatre in education 
shows built ‘audiences of the future’. She reported however that in her role as the chair of 
the Theatre Board of the Australia Council the Theatre for Young People category was the 
most competitive. She highlighted the ‘excellence of young people’s theatrical experience’ 
as central to making thrilling theatre for young people.  

 Rose Myers, Artistic Director, Windmill Theatre Company, Adelaide 

Rose Myers commented on her role in expanding the age ranges that her company 
produced theatre for. She commented on her direction of Fugitive for Windmill as a show 
that engaged young people with their stories. She reflected that young people do not leave 
between 20 and 30, they just go elsewhere. She argued that theatre companies are 
reluctant to connect with these audiences. She wondered whether this fear was actually a 
broader societal issue and that this demographic is perhaps patronised and marginalised by 
companies that are happy to present material that is made for others and they are not 
happy to make and change work that arises from these young people’s art making and their 
preferences. She suggested that these young people are marginalised because older 
generations are worried that they may be replaced by them. 

 

As a whole, the Marquee Panel shone new light as well as creating some new provocations 
for the researchers, practitioners and the theatre sector more generally. The different 
perspectives created a rich engagement with the themes of the research and particularly 
research findings around liveness, programming, notions of access and entitlement to the 
theatre. The provocation that came from all five speakers encouraged those involved in the 
theatre for young people sector to make links and understand relationships between 
different features of the theatre for young people experience (families and school, in school 
performance and main stage performance etc). The reflections of the panel affirmed and 
validated much of the research and encouraged practitioners and researchers to make a 
difference so that we provide theatre for young people that nurtures and extends our young 
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people’s imaginations because as Edward Bond (via Angela Betzien) argues the future 
‘depends on the state of our imaginations’.  

The Young People’s Plenary session 
 
Youth delegates participated in all aspects of the Symposium, from the opening night 
Cocktail party to the closing events. They contributed significantly to Q & A sessions 
following presentations and in the round table discussions on Day 2 and Day 3. Their views 
were represented in the Discussion overview provided in the Day Three, Blueprints for 
Action session led by Michael Anderson and Ricci-Jane Adams.  

The Youth Delegates were invited to provide the final plenary response to the Symposium. 
This session gave the young delegates: Andi Pullar, Zoe Enticott, Will Abbey, Ruth Liston, 
Jonathan Butler-White, Nadia Vanek, Nikki Tuarau, Liam Skeates-Udy, Penelope 
Kentish, Michael Cutrupi , Harriet Gillies and Ephony, the opportunity to reflect on the 
Symposium and provide their blueprint for action, looking into the future.   

In fact, they did a great deal more than this in their Plenary session, which included a short 
film (made during the Symposium), a website and a concept for young people to engage 
other young people in theatre going through social networking. 

The young people firstly and briefly reflected on their own formative theatre experiences. 
For all of them there was an experience of going to the theatre with or being taken by a 
parent or relative. Many of them vividly recalled the specifics of a theatre experience, in 
which the shared event, being with a parent or friend, was intertwined with the powerfully 
recalled imagery of plays or musicals that they remembered as their ‘first’ or at least an 
early experience of the theatre. In this way they consciously echoed but also elaborated on 
the findings of the research with the particularity of their experience. As the research 
indicates, early exposure may be to mainstream theatre or musicals (eg. Gilbert and 
Sullivan) but this was not a predictor of later taste, although, as the young people attested, 
it was a predictor of a later engagement with theatregoing. 

The Plenary was divided into several sections, each reflecting an area of interest and 
experience of the delegates presenting. 

Theatre in the present: stepping into the researcher’s shoes 

This section powerfully illustrated the thoughtful enthusiasm with which the youth 
delegates had embraced the Symposium experience and the opportunity it gave them to 
reflect on the research themes and generate further dialogue through the lens of the young 
theatre goer. Two of the delegates tested some of the findings of the research in the 
immediacy of the Symposium context and attended a production of Julius Caesar. The 
experience, which they captured in a short video presentation, highlighted a number of 
issues which they felt warranted the attention of symposium delegates. These were: 

 The voices and experiences of young people who don’t attend theatre are not 
strongly represented in the research. This silent group needs to be sought out 
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 For some non-theatre attending communities, there is a stigma in attending the 
theatre and there is misinformation about the theatre event, for example, that it is 
always expensive 

 There are untapped markets for theatre companies in the area of youth audiences, 
although this relates to both mainstream and independent theatre, and there is 
considerable crossover and cross-fertilisation between these different theatre 
sectors 

 In the words of one of the delegates: ‘For theatre companies, it shouldn’t be seen as 
a charity just to be nice to young people – there’s money to be made from this 
group’. 
 

Young people as audience 

A number of the Youth Delegates reported on their experiences as committed theatre 
attendees. While their views principally echoed the findings of the research, they provided a 
personal view of these findings. For example, one young delegate, Andi, commented that 
the experience of the Wicked ticket lottery in Melbourne, which had enabled her to see the 
production over 30 times, had literally changed her life. It had brought her a new network of 
friends, who mentored her into theatregoing, provided a community and sense of 
belonging, and prompted her to become an independent theatregoer, as was evidenced by 
her travels to New York and London to see productions of Wicked.  

Jonathan made the provocative statement that he believed he did not pay enough for his 
theatre tickets. As a young professional in his late 20s, he was aware that he had the 
capacity to pay more for tickets and suggested that his more expensive tickets could then 
subsidise others with less capacity to pay. This position runs counter to the research findings 
about the effectiveness of cheaper ticketing for youth audiences as an incentive to 
attendance, but as such, suggests that this late 20s young professional and theatergoer was 
perhaps one of the smaller demographic groups represented in the research. 

Ruth highlighted the issue of the post-schooling attendance, which drops away after the 
formal facilitation of teachers and parents drops away. Her own experience was to seek out 
other cultural experiences during her twenties and to return to theatre attendance at a 
more socially and financially stable time in her life, in her late twenties. 

Young people as artists 

The Youth Delegates reinforced the research findings that there is a clear connection 
between being a theatre maker and having an interest in theatre attendance: 

 Theatremaking can lead to theatre attendance 

 Theatremaking contributes to theatre literacy. Young theatre artists go to the 
theatre to learn more about what others are doing in order to enrich their own 
practice, and to continue to build their theatre networks 

 Theatremaking provides a conduit for young artists, in making and attending theatre, 
to form networks and become part of a theatre community 

 For many of the young delegates, discovering and becoming part of a community of 
theatre makers and attendees was life changing. 
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The provincial theatre going experience for young people 

It was noted during the symposium and by the Youth Delegates that the regional theatre 
experience warranted further attention in future research, as being qualitatively different 
from the urban young person's experience:  

 Young people might not be aware that their experience of theatre might be different 
in the city, and that more theatre going options exist in other settings 

 Young people might be more reliant on adult facilitators to provide access to theatre 
- as one said: ‘I prefer to see exciting theatre, that’s going on in the back of 
someone’s house. Getting into these big theatres, it’s a little bit intimidating, 
sometimes I describe myself as a little provincial ‘. 

 

Young people as cultural leaders  

A number of the Youth Delegates were directly involved with mainstream theatre 
companies through Advisory committees and ambassador programs. This provided these 
young people with unique insight into existing and potential relationships between young 
people and mainstage theatre companies. 

Young people as leaders of the cultural conversations - blueprints for the future 

In the final section of their presentation, the Youth Delegates offered two tangible 
demonstrations of how social media could be used by theatre companies, and by young 
people themselves to become facilitators of theatre attendance amongst their peers. During 
the final day of the Symposium, while attending and participating in the sessions, the youth 
delegates prepared a Face-book page, and a website mockup to illustrate their ideas. The 
Facebook page, to be called ‘Let’s go to the theatre together’ would provides a virtual 
meeting place for young people who might be considering going to the theatre but perhaps 
did not have friends or family to go with. Crucially, such a Facebook page would connect 
people while still in Year 12, to forge the connection prior to the loss of formal theatre-going 
facilitators like teachers and family members. 

The proposed webpage, a more complex proposal, was an attempt to illustrate the notion 
of a virtual cultural hub, providing opportunities for both social and cultural connectedness 
amongst young people. In designing the Cultural Hub notionally called takemeout.com.au , 
the Youth Delegates picked up a number of key issues that had been raised in the 
Symposium, in particular, the building of theatre literacy and confidence; access to theatre 
for regional youth ; and opportunities that theatre companies have to further access to 
untapped marketing opportunities with the youth audience. 

Key elements that the young people identified for development in their proposed Hub were 
that it should:  

 have an Australia wide, region by region organizational structure for the website  

 be designed to incorporate input from theatre companies, and theatre makers 

 have an emphasis on information and interactivity. 
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Imaginatively titled tabs on the website mock-up gave an indication of the scope and 
possibilities of takemeout.com: 

 “Tell me about it” – information, history, background stories of companies and 
theatremakers, to demystify the creative processes of making theatre (building 
theatre literacy and confidence) 

 “Meet the Peeps” – introducing key industry people, from theatre makers to policy 
makers, from a national to a local level 

 “Bang for your Buck” – information about ticketing, youth subscriptions, under 30s 
tickets and deals, incorporating the commercial considerations of theatre for 
companies and attendees 

 “What do you want from me”- an open forum to directly connect theatre 
companies/ theatremakers, with their audiences  

 “Do we Rate” – dialogue and reviews (encouraging the use of theatre literacy tools 
provided in  

 

Conclusion 

During the many discussions in the Symposium the Youth Delegates sought to articulate the 
ways in which they connect to the theatre experience. Their views were varied and 
sometimes contradictory. However, the recurring themes which emerged for them, which 
they highlighted when they took to the stage in the final Plenary, related to their 
perceptions of culture as inclusive rather than exclusive, with theatre as a compelling and 
engaging cultural opportunity which could interconnect easily with other cultural 
experiences - visual arts, music, dance, film- and that the appeal of bringing a multiplicity of 
experiences together in one place was very compelling. Equally important for these young 
people was the social fabric of the theatre event. It was as important to feel connected to 
friends or peers through going to the theatre as it was to feel culturally connected to what 
was taking place inside the theatre venue. As the TheatreSpace research indicated, social 
belonging, connectedness to an artistic community, and engagement with something alive 
and vibrant were all of central importance to the Youth Delegates as young theatre 
attendees in the present and the future. 

 
Looking back and looking forward 
 
Feedback on the Symposium 
 
Feedback on the Symposium itself – as distinct from its outcomes identified above - was 
gathered by: 

 a post-Symposium survey  
(19 responses [just under 20%], including 9 by Industry Partners, 3 by Youth 
delegates, 3 by delegates from other companies and four by other delegates and 
guests (2 guest speakers, one academic and one teacher representative) 

 the collation of Symposium Twitter 
(during the symposium, 74 tweets from 19 participants [again just under 20%, but 
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mostly different from the above], including 6 Industry Partners and the 2 
TheatreSpace coordinators, but none from any of the researchers) 

 informal discussions with participants 
(at the symposium in subsequent weeks)  

 the post-Symposium actions of some participants.  
 
The high level of formal and informal responses from Industry Partner companies might be 
expected, as they had the largest stake, and continuing interests, in the TheatreSpace 
project. However, the limited formal response from other participants is a little 
disappointing – though typical, relating to the difficulty of collecting feedback surveys, and 
even – at the end of a crowded program – persuading delegates to fill them in.  From what 
can be inferred, however, the Symposium appears as an event to have greatly exceeded the 
TheatreSpace team’s expectations. The Tweets, happening throughout the event, 
comprised: enthusiastic responses, such as ‘last 2.5days discovering the key to engaging 
youth in the arts. Brain full. Digesting great conversation’ and ‘symposium was 
wonderful...just makes me want to see more risky and exciting acting in the magical sphere 
that is the stage’; along with thoughtful suggestions for increasing young people’s 
participation, such as ‘SOH trying Family Assist - engaging families in theatre through young 
people’.  

The survey responses, insofar as 20% can be significant, were even more overwhelmingly 
positive and enthusiastic. The Symposium was unanimously described as both well-
conceived and well-organised. This was reassuring for the TheatreSpace team, as twelve 
months previously in their roadshow meetings about the concept with Industry partners, 
they had received considerable feedback, much of it doubtful or sceptical of the concept, to 
all of which they had tried to respond – as one of the survey responses acknowledged.  The 
only negative feedback related to the quantity of the biscuit catering at morning tea and the 
level of the air-conditioning – though several other responders commented very favourably 
on the venue. The participants from all sectors spoke enthusiastically about the quality and 
quantity of information, the clarity of its presentation, and its thought-provoking nature. A 
large number too, commented on the Symposium as a valuable opportunity to network with 
theatre professionals, whether as colleagues or providers, and share a rare opportunity to 
discuss in depth the common goals in the theatre industry regarding young people. Most 
valued the length, structure and flexibility of the discussion groups, though one (only) 
respondent did feel they were too long. Many respondents echoed the emphasis of other 
speakers in the Symposium, valuing highly the amount of input allowed to young people in 
the event – just one respondent felt it was insufficient.  

Future research 
In some ways the most interesting aspect of the Survey feedback, and the informal 
discussions which have continued since on the project with participants from all sectors, has 
been the stress on a future orientation, with a particular focus on the need for continued 
and expanded formal research in aspects of the project and areas related to it. A number of 
calls for the project to be broadened out were not surprising, and in a number of 
dimensions; however a number of new areas were also highlighted. Among the suggestions 
were: 

 that it should be broadened or replicated to include the other States and Territories 
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 that a project should focus on regional and rural young people, and their 
theatregoing opportunities and habits 

 that it should be broadened in terms of the arts which it encompassed, particularly 
other performing arts – music, dance and multi-media arts 

 (several suggestions) that a new but parallel project should focus on independent 
theatre, smaller theatre companies, community and local theatres, and fringe 
theatre 

 that a new project should be developed investigating the theatregoing of children 
from 0-14 Years – i.e. prior to the TheatreSpace age range 

 that a project should investigate school incursions by theatre and theatre in 
education companies to discover more about their effects on the attitudes of 
schoolchildren  

 that there should be more longitudinal studies, investigating the changing 
theatregoing attitudes and habits of young people 

 that a project should investigate the levels of community engagement in theatre, 
with particular emphasis on young people. 

 
The diversity, ambitiousness and richness of these proposals for future study may be said to 
reflect the high level of stimulation and spirited discussion of the issues of the project that 
the Symposium created.  
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Key Informant Findings 
 

Introduction 
 

This section reports on the key informant views on young people’s theatre attendance. It 
particularly focuses on the central questions asked of this research: why do young people 
choose to engage or to not engage with live performance and what factors influence their 
choices.  

 

The key informants involved in the study can be divided into four broad categories:  

 

Key Informant Interviews Case Study productions  
Eastern States 
Questionnaire 

Teachers n=25 n=13 

Theatre Company - Creatives n=18 n/a 

Theatre Company – 
Education staff 

n=10 n/a 

Theatre Company – 
Marketing and 
Administration 

n=7 n/a 

 

Each group of Key Informants represented different perspectives about the study’s key 
questions. These perspectives are briefly discussed below. Many resonate with the 
perceptions articulated by young people as discussed earlier in the report. 

Reasons for attendance 

Teacher perspectives 

The majority of school students attended the case study productions for curriculum-led 
reasons and in many cases the productions provided the focus of class assignments.  

A crowded curriculum and limited resources meant that many teachers could only justify 
student theatre attendance when a production explicitly connected to the syllabus. This 
therefore influenced the choices that they made. In one case, where the students initiated 
an excursion to the theatre (Sydney Opera House), the teacher then studied the program to 
find a production that related in some way to the curriculum. This then resonated with the 
programming decisions made by theatre companies: that plays needed to be mandated in 
the syllabus or address themes that relevant to social issues (such as bullying) studied in 
schools.  
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Students’ experiences of the chosen productions were therefore often related to their 
formal education.  Nevertheless, teachers cited a range of different influences for the 
choices they made. For example, many of the drama teachers wanted to expose their 
students to a range of theatrical styles and to challenge their sensibilities. The interviews 
indicated that they paid particular attention to both form and content from their initial 
selection of productions right through to preparation and post show discussion. This focus 
was largely confirmed by the students’ interview responses.  

English teachers were particularly concerned with adding dimension and depth to the 
students’ understanding of the texts they were studying. Their selection of performances 
was therefore focused on the specific text. They wanted students to explore the way 
different theatrical elements revealed its layers of meaning. Again interviews with students 
tended to confirm this focus on the text and in some instances, for example, for those 
students attending King Lear, this was problematic if they viewed the production before 
they had studied the text because the meaning wasn’t clear.   

Teachers from other Key Learning Areas often made choices about performances based on 
relevant curriculum themes in the production, such as bullying and discrimination. In some 
cases this produced the most ambivalent responses from the students. Student responses to 
The Shape of a Girl, for example, indicated that many were very conscious of the themes 
being relevant for young people. Some students felt that they were being preached to while 
others explicitly appreciated the relevance of such themes. In addition, some students also 
expressed appreciation when they were able to attend performances not specifically 
designed for their age group.  

The dedication of some teachers in giving students from regional and lower socio economic 
areas access to the theatre cannot be overstated. This often required much effort such as a 
teacher driving her four students from a country school in Victoria to a performance in 
metropolitan Melbourne. 

Theatre perspectives 

The importance of relevance was also emphasised by many of the industry key informants. 

A small number of the case study productions were programmed at least in part because of 
their curriculum links and these were often explicitly made in the teachers’ notes for the 
production.  

Industry key informants also highlighted ways that programming relevance was leveraged in 
the promotion of productions. Fake Porno, for example, was one of the very few theatre 
productions to focus on a non- English-speaking culture and a concerted effort was made to 
reach local Eastern European communities. In productions targeted for schools themes 
considered relevant, such as bullying, were foregrounded.  

Yet other industry key informants expressed the view that theatre companies and venues 
needed to pay more attention to the needs of younger audiences. As one playwright 
argued, theatre companies will only attract larger audiences of young people if they keep 
them in mind when developing their programs. 
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Barriers to attendance 

Teacher perspectives 

In both sets of data the barriers to attendance discussed by teachers centred on logistical 
issues including cost, increasing organisational and bureaucratic demands associated with 
excursions, distance and overcoming negative student perceptions. These issues directly 
related to the demographic and funding profile of under-resourced and under-staffed 
schools and the socioeconomic status of students. In these schools (both government and 
independent) it was not possible to cover the cost of tickets for the students or to pay for 
casual relief for teachers’ classes. Teachers working in these contexts often found it difficult 
to obtain money from these students or to find teachers who could cover their classes. 
Many disadvantaged school students had large distances to travel to the theatre and 
therefore travel expenses were high. The cost of bus hire was an issue, as was finding 
parents willing to help with transport for students attending out of school hours. 

Look I’d love to be able to take them to a hell of a lot more plays really…. we’re not a 
private school and we’re not in a wealthy area so I’m happy if I can even get them in 
the door to something that they’ll at least be interested in watching. (Drama teacher, 
secondary college, Victoria) 

Theatre companies with inflexible payment policies that are not ‘school friendly’ exacerbate 
the difficulty for teachers in under-resourced schools attempting to initiate disadvantaged 
students into live theatre.  

Asking for deposits when you make a booking is very difficult. You can’t ask a school 
to pay $500 to secure tickets. You need to give the information about the excursion, 
the theatre trip to the students, gain permission from the parents, get them to pay 
money, then you can pay. But that takes time, and if you’ve got to put up money up 
front and then, or pay, within this really restrictive time frame that’s really 
problematic. (English teacher, secondary college, NSW)) 

Such negative experiences with a NSW theatre company led to two schools boycotting the 
company. 

(They) are very strict about the payment and it’s the payment that’s the problem 
with our students. We’re begging them on a daily basis to bring the money in and 
what happened was I missed a date whereby I had to tell (the theatre company) 
about a change in numbers. So after that date it meant that I couldn’t cancel and 
then the school was liable. So our school was liable for the deposit. (Head English 
teacher, secondary college, NSW)  

Drama teachers also reported their frustration when other staff members failed to 
recognise the importance of giving students’ access to live theatre. They commented that 
many English teachers promoted the study of a play as a written text without valuing 
students’ exposure to its performance. 

So, all the dramatic elements in a play …  they can’t relate to them at all, because 
they’ve never seen them, they can’t imagine it – all they can do is read the words, 
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read the text and then they don’t really know what’s going on. (Drama teacher, 
secondary college, NSW)  

Lack of whole school support for theatre compounded the problems for teachers 
attempting to facilitate their students’ theatre attendance. 

And a lot of people don’t respect the theatre. Sorry to tell you this, but a lot of people 
are like – Ah, why do they need to see a play! …You know for heavens sake, watch 
the play – watch the film of it. (Drama teacher, secondary college, NSW)  

Where students who have no familial or cultural background of theatre-going, and are also 
dealing with social and economic challenges, difficulties with forward planning, 
organization, motivation and commitment were also reported: 

 they don’t seem to have a culture of theatre going and …. our students particularly 
are a bit unmotivated …... So it’s often been very difficult to get them to the theatre. 
…I mean I’m one of the main organisers of going to the theatre here and it is such a 
struggle. (English teacher, public high school, NSW) 

I mean we have problems with our students, getting them organised, getting them 
enthused…. We have students saying yeah I’ll go, they just forget to bring the money 
or they do bring the money, they forget to turn up on the day. (English teacher, 
public high school NSW) 

Teachers also cited the intimidating and alienating nature of theatre for those not 
enculturated as another barrier:  

I think there’s a kind of nervousness and a kind of apprehension about how it’s going 
to be. Will I be the right sort of person to be in this audience? do I fit? … what do 
audiences do at interval, they all head to the bar, do you know it is set up to be fairly 
adult, grown up experience and for our kids who are only youngsters what do they 
do? I mean there’s no popcorn machine or a lemonade dispenser... (Head drama 
teacher, private school, NSW) 

Teachers also asserted that some students judged the price of theatre ticket as a risky 
investment, given they could not guarantee that they would find the experience enjoyable 
or entertaining: 

Well you see it’s a big monetary risk for kids you know if the ticket is thirty five dollars 
or whatever; that’s a lot of money they’re going to risk for not liking it which is 
different for a ten or eleven dollar cinema ticket. (Head drama teacher, private 
school, NSW) 

Parents may also feel such expenditure is a risk. Some parents do not see the study of 
drama as academically valuable for cultural reasons: 

We’ve got mostly Vietnamese students ..in this school, … the parents are a bit shy at 
getting their students on the stage to perform; they don’t like the idea of their kids 
doing things like drama; they seem to think the music side is a bit more academic 
than the performance based. (Drama teacher, secondary college, Vic)  
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In addition, there can be a gendered or cultural view that theatre is elitist: 

Too many kids would say going to that kind of thing is "gay."(Head English teacher, 
private school, Qld)  

These barriers contrast markedly with well resourced independent and some state schools 
where the Arts are a priority and whose teachers can ensure all their students have the 
experience of live theatre. 

Theatre perspectives 

Despite theatre companies’ frequent subsidising of theatre tickets for disadvantaged 
students, education managers understood that the cost of tickets and transport was an 
issue for both students and teachers.  They related these issues to the risk of making a 
‘wrong’ (and hence costly) decision about choice of performance. One Education Manager 
indicated that this pushed teachers into making what they perceived as the safest decisions 
such as work by well known writers or classics. In the words of one education manager: 

I think a lot of young people don't have that confidence with theatre, they haven't 
had enough exposure to it to be able to pick, and I also believe that about teachers 
funnily enough, [for example] I think it's because teachers go oh, David Williamson, I 
know him, I've heard his name before, he's a famous Australian playwright and 
therefore I'll take my kids to it... 

One education manager, for example, talked about conservative school community 
attitudes. She cited the cancellation of school bookings to a particular production after the 
teachers attended a preview because they regarded it as being too explicit. 

The inability to connect directly with young people themselves was another perceived 
barrier for theatre companies. Many education managers felt they were hindered by being 
forced to communicate with teachers or with parents because it inhibited the capacity of 
the theatre company to form a relationship with YP - even where they were regular theatre-
goers. Some education managers attributed the sudden drop in attendance as YP transition 
between school and post-school to this lack of relationship: 

We’re solely engaging with their parents. So when their parents deem that it’s not 
essential for them to continue dragging their kids there as teenagers, they’ll go do 
something else. 

The partner theatre companies did not appear to employ the communication channels that 
young people used most frequently. A number of the Education Managers were focussed on 
increasing the online presence of the company as a way to communicate more effectively 
with young people. 

There was evidence of an antagonistic attitude from a small but significant number of 
theatre KIs towards what they regarded as the tendency of some schools and teachers to 
inhibit and even censor the experiences that students had with live performance, especially 
when teachers made choices for rather than with their students. One KI informant 
commented: 
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The content of the pieces that we do here, there has been a lot more 
 schools not allowing their students to experience those for whatever  
reasons, or policies that they hold in school or whatever. 

 

I think the fact that their teachers choose for them, when they attend an excursion 
means they have less voice in the decision making and I see that as a barrier because 
it’s not, it’s not even like being at home where your mum and dad might say, do you 
want to see this concert, or do you want to see you know a play with me, or do you 
want to go to the footy with me? At least they feel that they can contribute to some 
extent in their family setting, but at school the decision is made for them and I think 
that can potentially create a barrier for, ah, their sense of what is possible here. 
Because we all remember school excursions and, oh yeah, here we go again, you 
know – we’re going to the farm, because the teacher says we’re going to the farm. 

Another KI, a director of one of the partner theatre companies, was concerned that 
students were not only excluded from decision making but were given no contextual 
preparation for the production. He therefore introduced a pre-show introduction for 
schools’ performances, which replaced the previous post-show discussion. 

Lack of time was regarded as another barrier for many young people as education managers 
saw that theatre was increasingly forced to compete with both academic demands and a 
crowded marketplace for cultural and entertainment options. 

Engagement 

A shared view of school and industry key informants was that prior exposure to theatre 
influenced the experiences of young people attending live theatre in significant ways. The 
primary influences related to theatre etiquette (behaviour), theatre literacy 
(comprehension) and theatre confidence (level of comfort). Furthermore, there was also a 
shared view that relevant contextual information prior to attending a specific production 
helps young people to engage with the production, particularly where the language, plot 
and /or form are complex. It can be argued therefore that the majority of key informants 
from both participating schools and our industry partners regarded theatre engagement as 
something that can be learned through exposure and, using the broadest possible meaning 
of the term, education.  

 Barriers to engagement 

Teachers 

Teachers also identified barriers when programming lacked relevance for young people or 
was more appealing to an older audience. This related to both content and form, with a 
number of KIs suggesting that YP have a low tolerance for work that isn’t highly visual and 
fast-paced, described by one KI as the difference between a theatricalised space and a film 
or digital space.  Plays that were seen to appeal included language young people could 
relate to and were often described in terms of being more ‘edgy’. This however was also 
sometimes a point of tension for teachers when the content was regarded as being too 
challenging or inappropriate for their school. 
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In addition, teachers reported that for some young people theatre attendance proved to be 
an uncomfortable experience with its adult rituals and unfamiliar conventions. 

You know there’s all these other sort of rituals that are to do with theatre going that 
are very hard for our kids to feel comfortable in…..It’s the whole experience … I mean 
the whole getting through the door, through the foyer (Head of English, private 
school, NSW) 

Teachers noted that many productions offered proved largely unsuitable for their students. 
Often the content was not relevant as the play was written for adults, about 
adults (ESQ_KI_BC2). Their students thus became bored and disengaged from performances 
that were too long, as well as those based on actors talking, without physical theatre 
elements. 

Talky, talky, talky – they hate talky talky. Talking heads. You know. Chatty chatty 
talking. (English teacher, secondary college, NSW) 

The teachers interviewed regarded theatre as a challenging art form that requires more 
sustained attention, patience and imagination from audience members than other forms of 
entertainment. Some believed this can present difficulties for young people who are 
attracted to the immediate gratification of visual media and new technologies. 

whereas I appreciate, being left to do lots of the work, being able to conjure up, or 
imagine or appreciate the journey I’m taken on, for a lot of youth, that’s a bit too 
difficult. 

that’s a big issue for kids because of the televisual technology world that they live in 
is very much more appealing, immediately appealing. (Head English teacher, private 
school, NSW)  

Theatre perspectives 

Some theatre practitioner KIs thought that the educational context of school excursions 
created a barrier to the students in relation to their on-going engagement with theatre. 
They believed that students associated theatre-going with assessment and learning. There 
was a perception that students were not able to fully engage with the experience because 
they were overloaded with academic demands and analysis.  

Education managers 

Education managers realised that, although the study of drama can motivate 
students’ theatre attendance, it can also reduce the pleasure of seeing live theatre when it 
is regarded as schoolwork.  
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Key Findings  
 

The analysis process 
The individual case studies from 21 performance events were analysed separately. Each of 
the completed case study reports with their specific findings relating to the research 
questions was presented to the relevant Partner Organisation (the theatre companies and 
venues). For one study, commenced in January 2011, data collection and analysis is still 
under way and the final report will be presented once all analysis is completed. In writing 
this overall report we have attempted to synthesise the findings and analysis, and to 
present information succinctly and clearly, with an eye for general readability. More specific 
details may appear in future publications currently in preparation by the full research team. 

In bringing the overall findings together, the team revisited each of the research questions 
in relation to the analysis and findings from the individual case studies and the longitudinal 
data. Questions were revised to reflect the two-sided nature of the research – the effect of 
various factors on a young person’s attendance or non-attendance at live theatre and their 
experiences of a performance event. Individual case studies were reviewed through the lens 
of each of the following questions: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. What factors influence whether a young person chooses to attend or not attend a 
performance event? Why did the young people attend the performance event?  

2. How do the performance choices of teachers and caregivers influence the theatre-
going experience of young people?  

3. What effects do venue and performance context have on attendance at the 
event? 

4. To what extent does membership of particular socio-cultural groups impact on 
attendance at a performance event? 

5. What effect do venue and context have on young people’s experience of the 
event? 

6. To what extent does membership of particular socio-cultural groups impact on 
young people’s engagement with the performance event? 

7. What is the impact of a young person’s education on his/her experience of the 
performance event? 

8. Is theatre literacy a significant factor in influencing a young person’s response to 
the performance event? 

9. What elements of a theatrical experience engage young people? 
10. What do young people respond to and value in the theatre experience?  
11. What kinds of performance events are post-schooling young adults attracted to 

and is this different from the kinds of performance events that engaged them as 
school students?  
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An iterative process of discussion during data analysis allowed the research team to 
articulate common understanding of key terms: 

Engagement is indicated when three 
or more of the following are present
  
 

•intense response  
•explanation of the specific e.g. a moment, event, place, 
character 
•imaginative projection of the self into the world of the play 
•use of rich detail in recall 
•emotional response 
•speculation about and/or beyond the work. 
 

Theatre etiquette Knowing and observing the protocols of theatre attendance. 

Theatre literacy is indicated by: •the use of languages of engagement and pleasure 
•theatre knowledge to explain or analyse the performance 
•comparisons and connections with other live performances 
and other texts 
•a response as a theatre-maker and drama practitioner. 

Theatre confidence 
 

Feeling comfortable attending and responding to a 
performance event as an audience member. A sense of 
agency in constructing meaning of a performance. 

Access Includes physical, social, cultural, economic access to the 
theatre experience. 

Performance event  The entire theatre experience including the planning, ticket 
purchase, travel, attendance at the performance and any 
relevant pre and post-attendance activity and discussion. 

Liveness The experience of liveness as articulated by young people. 
For example: perceptions of immediacy; realness; being in 
the moment. 

Attendance at a performance event 

Factors encouraging attendance include: 
 

 Early theatre experience: Theatre for many young people is an experience that they 
have known since their childhood. Family participation assists young people to relate to 
theatre as an event that forms part of their familial culture. Early attendance contributes 
to a culture of theatre attendance, which may continue into adulthood. 

 Facilitators: Many young people attend live performance events at the facilitation of a 
friend, family member or teacher (as part of or separate from a school excursion). For 
the neophyte attendee, having the support of one or more experienced theatre-goers is 
crucial to feeling confident enough to access the performance event.  

 The social occasion: Attending with family or friends as part of a special occasion or as a 
way to maintain social and familial networks are important reasons for young people’s 
theatre attendance. Social attendance provides a means to engage in discussions of the 
event, an act that increases the value of the experience. Being part of a community of 
theatre attendees, no matter what the motivation for attending, often contributes to 
continued attendance. 
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 Particular attractions: Young people in the study consistently expressed an interest in 
attending musicals and live music events including festivals. With regard to theatre 
specifically, there was an attraction to the highly theatrical, to comedy, to physical 
performance, to dance and to innovative and effective stagecraft, as well as to 
contemporary and/or relevant content. 

 Financial value: Young people in the research spoke frequently of appreciating events 
that they perceived to be good value for money. For example, a music festival is 
considered good value as one ticket price allows access to multiple bands. Similarly, a 
music festival involves less risk than a theatre performance, as audience members know 
in advance what they are going to get. 

 Communication media: Young people consistently reported seeking out information and 
reviews regarding live performance events via websites and other media, including 
billboards and posters, before committing to attending. In particular, young people 
spoke of an attraction to striking visuals in promotional material. Word of mouth and 
friends’ reviews had equal weight with publicity information in the media.  

 Reputation: The reputation of the cast and/or company (including the attraction of a 
celebrity and/or knowing someone involved in the production) was a further factor 
influencing attendance. 

 

Factors discouraging attendance include: 
 

 Lack of information: Young people indicated that either it was sometimes difficult for 
them to gain information about what was on, or that information about what was on, 
and where, did not reach them through the media of communication that they used.  

 Perceived high cost: Young people often perceived the cost of attending theatre to be 
prohibitive, although many believed the cost to be greater than it actually was. Teachers 
and some students noted that other costs associated with attending theatre including 
transportation, especially for a regional school, were often an inhibiting factor. 

 Risk: Aligned with the perception that the cost of attending theatre would be prohibitive 
was the recurring notion of ‘risk’ as articulated by young people: that they would not 
want to pay a lot for something when they did not know if it would be ‘good’, or if they 
would ‘get it’. 

 Outside their experience:  For some young people, attending theatre was not something 
they chose to do as it was not part of their lives, or their social and recreational 
interactions with family or friends. Even with the required resources, these young 
people did not conceive of themselves as theatre-goers or consider theatre-going as a 
leisure time or cultural option available to them. However mainstream musicals were 
regarded quite differently. 

 Forward planning: Young people often noted being too busy to attend theatre. This may 
be tied to the idea of needing to book well in advance, and requiring a level of 
organisation to arrange to see theatre, especially with a group of people.  

 No bridge between school and post-school attendance: Many of the young people, 
including those who were theatre literate, felt concerned that reliable sources of 
information about productions and trustworthy reviews would not be available once 
they left school. The loss of a facilitator in the transition from school to post-schooling, 
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whether friend, teacher or parent, was a central factor in young people’s non-
attendance at this stage in their lives. 

 No one to go with: The sense of belonging at the theatre event is facilitated by 
attendance with like-minded friends or family. The absence of this social element is 
enough to deter some young people from ever stepping inside a theatre. Being part of a 
non-theatregoing peer group or having an uninterested partner can turn an attendee 
into a non-attendee. 

 Not knowing where to begin: Some young people are deterred by not knowing where to 
begin in entering the world of theatre. Without the facilitation of more experienced 
theatre-goers, a point of entry to theatre attendance may not be immediately obvious 
even though the desire to attend is there. 

 

 

Teachers and caregivers  
The research reveals that family members and teachers can have a significant influence on 
young people’s attitudes towards live performance, their cultural choices and their 
continuing theatre attendance. The importance of a young person having an adult guide to 
induct them into the theatre experience, especially in childhood, can be integral to young 
people’s ongoing interest in theatre.  

The role of family members 
Most young people in the research who continued to attend theatre after finishing school 
had experienced a theatre-going tradition initiated by their family from childhood (often 
mothers and grandmothers). Family theatre attendance was often to large-scale musicals, 
occasionally dance and opera, and, especially for those in regional areas, community and 
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touring shows. Childhood theatre attendance was associated with a nostalgic and enjoyable 
family event and very often provided: 

•a repertoire of positive memories of live theatre including emotional investment in 
narrative, identification with characters, vivid recall of staging and design and strong 
sensory impressions  

•a comfortable environment for discussion of shared theatre experiences 

•sustained family relationships around ongoing theatre attendance  

•confidence as audience members in performance venues  

•a conduit to mainstream and alternative theatre forms. 

The role of teachers 
The research shows that for young people without a familial or cultural background of 
theatre-going, teachers are essential in introducing them to the experience of live theatre 
and in attempting to sustain their attendance. For these students teachers often operated 
as caregivers and gatekeepers, extending young people’s cultural awareness through 
facilitating their participation in the performance event and supporting their responses as 
audience members. To enable their students to access performances, teachers needed to 
manage time-consuming organisational and logistical challenges, often compounded by 
financial difficulties and lack of parental support. For students in regional and outer urban 
areas physical distance was an additional barrier to attendance. 

 The teachers in this research chose performances for four main reasons: 

•connections with a curriculum area e.g. English, History, Legal Studies  

•to fulfil Drama curriculum and assessment requirements 

•the relevance of content, including the setting, social issues, theme  

•to deepen and broaden their students’ experiences and knowledge of live theatre. 

Many of the teachers of middle secondary years (Years 8-10) aimed to extend their 
students’ social understandings through theatre. They framed the event to assist their 
students to relate to and make sense of a live performance of a human story. In the cases 
where teachers provided inadequate preparation for the event their students often found 
the performance confusing, alienating or irrelevant. When senior secondary teachers (Years 
11-12) presented the performance event as primarily a means for students to fulfil an 
assessment requirement, students were less likely to engage spontaneously with the 
performance or to participate in open-ended discussions afterwards. 

The role of dedicated Drama and English teachers in developing young people’s informed 
interest in live theatre emerged strongly from the research and it was evident that their 
influence could extend far beyond curriculum requirements. In each of the three states 
inspirational teachers were identified who saw their role as transforming their students into 
‘passionate theatre-goers’. They enriched and extended their students’ experiences of live 
theatre across styles and genres and in diverse venues, including theatre festivals and fringe 
festivals. Through communicating their own enthusiasm for playwrights, artists and 
companies, these teachers stimulated their students’ positive anticipation for performance 
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events. This occurred even when teachers predicted a particularly challenging theatre 
experience that would not be easily accessible to their students. They enabled and 
encouraged their students to participate in shared meaning-making during and after the 
performance event. These inspirational teachers fostered young people’s motivation and 
pleasure in attending and talking about an eclectic range of performances, and their desire 
and intention to continue as independent theatre-goers after leaving school. 

Venue and performance context 

The effects of venue and performance context on attendance  
The research locations for the individual case studies are some of the most notable 
examples of cultural architecture in Australia. Three of the major arts precincts are 
represented: the Arts Centre, Melbourne; Queensland Performing Arts Centre; and the 
Sydney Opera House. Each of these manifests significant cultural investment and is centrally 
located in a capital city in an eastern State of Australia. The research also draws from works 
presented in venues that may be considered alternative and have been described by young 
people as spaces where audiences may expect work to be edgy. 

The three major arts centres mentioned above were perceived as highly prestigious. Young 
people, especially those from rural and remote locations, talked of being grateful for the 
opportunity to attend performances in such a location, though distance and travel were 
often a disincentive to attend. Expectations of high quality work were linked to the location. 
Familiarity with the venue, because of prior attendance was also an inducement to re-
attend. Additional contributing factors to the sense of familiarity were ambassador 
programs and, in some cases, participation in performance events at those venues. Ease of 
access because of the availability of public transport and parking were considered positives 
and, correspondingly, lack of public transport or hard to find locations were negatives. 

A significant finding of this research has been the importance of the venue as a social and 
communal space. Young people spoke of the location in terms of either feeling comfortable 
or ‘at home’, somewhere one might meet ‘a community of friends’ or, in contrast, feeling 
uncomfortable or unwelcome or threatened.  The quality of interactions with the venue 
staff contributed significantly to the degree of comfort or discomfort experienced by young 
theatre-goers.  

At one end of the scale of venues is the stand-alone social and recreational location, where 
the venue itself is an enticement to attend. Young people commented that they would 
commonly go to such locations to socialise with friends and take advantage of performances 
on offer. The location and the provision of social spaces, including bars and restaurants, 
were seen as contributing to a place where one might be part of a communal group. Young 
people see these venues as inclusive, affordable and non-elitist. At the other end of the 
scale sit those venues that offer theatre performances alone i.e. those with large and formal 
foyer areas but few social spaces offering refreshments or opportunities for discussion, 
particularly following the performance event. Young people expressed a desire for more 
social and communal spaces within performance venues.   

Audience expectations of style and quality are strongly linked to the venue. Young people 
noted expectations of quality work at all venues in the study, and all were considered to be 
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significant cultural providers. Several were seen as venues with currency within the industry, 
which attracted emerging theatre-makers who envisaged their own work being staged there 
in the future. 

The venue and the production were often conflated, with few young people identifying the 
work provided by guest companies or those hiring the venue. 

In relation to school groups, teachers played a significant role as gatekeepers of access to 
the venue itself as well as to the performance event.  Many teachers spoke of their desire to 
give their students entrée to the performance venue in order to cultivate the habit of 
lifetime theatre attendance. They hoped to assist the students to know how to access 
significant venues and to feel comfortable within the space. In many cases the prestige and 
status of the venue itself was a driving factor behind the teacher’s choice of performance 
event. This was evident in the data from school groups from urban, regional and rural 
settings. Teachers expressed a desire for the experience of the venue to be positive in the 
same way they hoped for the experience of the performance to be affirming. Often teachers 
chose the venue because of its intimacy and accessibility to the students. Teachers modelled 
theatre etiquette as well as processes of gaining access, by accompanying or transporting 
groups to the specific location, acknowledging that few students would find their way on 
their own. The selection of the specific performance event was often driven by curriculum 
imperatives, but the importance attributed to a positive experience at the location should 
not be underestimated. Factors influencing venue choice included the prestige of the venue, 
that it was a significant cultural icon, expectations of quality (and in some cases style) of the 
theatre work. 

Negative factors influencing teacher choice included: 

•the location of student seating (usually when it was in large blocks far from the 
stage) 

•previous off-putting interactions with venue staff (usually ushers) who had spoken 
rudely to the students or made them feel unwelcome 

•distance 

•cost. 

The effect of venue and performance context on the experience of the event 
Prior experience of particular venues led to young people’s feelings of comfort within the 
space. Those who had attended earlier performance events at specific venues were more 
secure about the location of the theatre and expectations relating to dress and behaviour. 
Those young people (most often attending as part of a school excursion) who were 
inexperienced attendees, or who had not visited the specific venue on previous occasions, 
were sometimes intimidated by the size and the formality of the venue, and its dress and 
behaviour requirements. They felt they were outsiders and perhaps not entitled to be 
present in the space. Older and more experienced theatre-going young people responded 
positively to the same considerations of formality, dress and behaviour as these qualities 
added to the specialness of the event. 

Spaces that were perceived as being intimate and less formal garnered positive comments. 
These performance spaces facilitated engagement whereby the audience felt more 
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involved, could interact more with the actors and had a sense of immediacy in connection 
with the performance. Young people enjoyed the flexibility of those spaces that were easily 
modified and they responded positively to the intimacy of performance occurring around 
and amongst them. The powerful impact on young people of intimacy within smaller spaces 
was a recurring theme. On the other hand, responses to some venues noted the lack of 
intimacy for audience members and poor sightlines. 

Several theatres were perceived by young people as youth-friendly. Terms such as ‘unique’, 
‘artsy’, ‘different’ were part of the explanations why attending these particular venues was 
a positive experience. Staff in these performance spaces were considered to be friendly and 
welcoming. 

On the other hand the larger and more formal venues contributed to a feeling of the event 
being special. Many young people commented on their enjoyment of the internal design of 
these venues, liking the balconies, style, colour and sense of space and (memorably) the 
‘fancy’ toilets. They used terms such as ‘ritzy’, ‘posh’, ‘five-star’, ‘grand’ and ‘high class’ to 
indicate the special nature of the event. These locations were ones where they valued the 
expectations relating to dress and behaviour as these contributed to feelings of being 
grown-up.  A number of young people reported that they liked the sense of excitement in 
the foyer areas prior to entering the theatre. This was particularly evident when the 
performance was full and the foyer and entrance areas ‘tightly packed’. 

Another recurring theme was the social nature of the theatre event. Those young people 
attending as part of the general public usually came to the event in small groups and related 
positively to venues where dining facilities were available. Many complained when there 
were no opportunities to access affordable restaurant and bar facilities after viewing the 
performance, as the opportunity to relax and discuss the production with friends who 
shared the experience was seen as an important component of the event as a whole.  The 
collective experience of being an audience member was characterised as ‘a community 
coming together’. 

In the cases where pre-show or post-show discussions were provided, these were positively 
received and found to be helpful in contributing to an enhanced experience. 

Expectations of the type and quality of performance impacted on young people’s experience 
as audience members in the particular venue. In most cases expectations were that they 
would experience high quality work, in some that the work would be challenging and 
interactive. Highly participatory work produced both positive and negative responses, with 
some young people reporting that they were highly engaged by the more participatory 
works, while others felt vulnerable as audience members. 

Young people who attended as part of a school excursion enjoyed being with students from 
other schools. For regional students, the excursion was an important part of a larger 
opportunity to visit the city. Teachers expressed concerns about students being located far 
from the stage and that this distance and situating them in blocks potentially diminished 
their access to, and engagement with, the performance. At one venue the students 
themselves commented on the two audiences: one in the theatre and the other ‘in the 
room next door’. Two of the performance locations in the research have an explicit policy of 
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intermingling school groups with ‘ordinary’ audience members and this was highly regarded 
by the teachers and the attending students. 

School students valued the opportunity to see a performance in a professional theatre 
context. They noted the rake of the seating, appreciated the complexity of the sets and 
staging and the design features of the venue from entrance through to the auditorium. 
Interactions with staff were reported in both positive and negative terms. In some cases, 
students commented on the staff being friendly and welcoming and this contributed to a 
positive experience. Conversely there was evidence of a number of negative interactions in 
several case studies. Young people and their teachers perceived that ushering staff spoke 
abruptly and were off-putting, giving directions in such a way that it was clear that they 
anticipated problems with school students prior to any incident actually occurring. Both 
teachers and students were incensed by such interactions and felt targeted by the venue 
staff.  

Socio-cultural factors 

Socio-cultural background and attendance  
A number of factors emerged as significant when considering the impact of socio-cultural 
background on attendance. These relate to:  

•the role school excursions play in introducing new audiences to theatre  

•the influence of peer groups on encouraging or discouraging attendance  

•the perceived cultural relevance of theatre for young people and their families 

•transport and other access issues. 

The socio-cultural makeup of the young audiences included in this research was diverse; this 
was particularly the case for school audiences. This diversity was evident in:  

•where they lived - inner and outer suburbs, regional towns and rural locations 

•the languages they spoke  

•the types of institutions they attended – selective public schools (NSW), low SES 
public schools, senior secondary colleges, private single sex and co-educational 
schools, universities, TAFE and schools for disadvantaged youth 

•their previous levels of experience as theatre audience members and participants. 

The school audiences were more culturally diverse than the young people in the evening 
audiences and many theatre companies had actively encouraged this diversity through 
initiating or accessing subsidy programs to facilitate the attendance of schools from lower 
socio-economic areas. However, the research suggests that for those without a theatre-
going culture, their contact with the theatre company was limited to the performance event 
itself and there was little evidence of the use of ancillary education materials (particularly by 
students) or increased awareness of how to access information on their own or with their 
peers.  

Taken together, the pre-show surveys and the interviews indicate that schools were 
bringing young people from diverse socio-cultural groups into the theatre. Some of these 
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groups did not, typically, attend theatre as members of the general public. The research 
findings thus represent a wide range of views from both mainstream and non-typical 
audiences and are therefore highly relevant to theatre companies seeking to extend their 
audience reach and their commitment to community participation, particularly with young 
people. 

The impact of peer group  
The peer group exerted a strong influence over the cultural events the young people chose 
to attend. These events included theatre, musicals, rock concerts, film and sport. For young 
people, inclusion within a group was important to their identity. Their interactions with each 
other before, after and often during the performance event was part of the experience and 
gave them a sense of engagement and ownership. They acquired cultural capital through 
being part of this experience because the group regarded it as having high status. This 
meant that individuals were much more likely to attend the same type of event again. 
Amongst some of the evening theatre audiences, most notably in Queensland and Victoria, 
were young people who attended the performance because it was considered a must-see 
event. These young people were well informed about a particular aspect of the theatre 
event, for example, having prior knowledge of the writer or director.  

However, the research also strongly indicated that the peer group could have a constraining 
effect, where an activity was regarded as having low status or was seen as uncool. Some 
groups of young people saw theatre as being old-fashioned or for old people and therefore 
not relevant to them. Without a theatre-going culture they saw no place for attendance at 
theatre beyond the school excursion context. The impact of the peer group on young 
people’s theatre attendance is therefore dependent on whether it is regarded as having 
value for the group.  

There was, in contrast, a smaller group who spoke about their positive experiences of 
participating in the world of theatre even though it was outside their family or peer group’s 
interests. The key issues for these young people in theatre attendance were gaining access 
to information and the courage to attend a performance on their own. The information they 
received when attending a performance as part of a school excursion could assist them in 
finding a way to attend again. Being included with groups such as young theatre company 
advisors and ambassadors functioned as a powerful means of overcoming these potential 
barriers. 

Several of the venues in the research were attractive to young people because of their social 
desirability. The evidence suggests that some young people went to the venue first and then 
decided to see the performance. Familiarity with the venue itself therefore provided social 
capital. 

Cultural and geographical identity 
The research suggests that a cultural and conceptual barrier about theatre attendance exists 
for some young people and their families. A small number of young people indicated that 
their parents would never attend theatre because it was not relevant to them or their 
family, as they were from a particular ethnic background.  In these instances the definition 
of theatre was often confined to mainstream western theatre and there was a disregard for 
or under-reporting of other forms of cultural performance that were experienced within 
ethnic communities. This is a significant finding when coupled with the statistics on 
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language spoken at home and the importance of a familial culture of live performance 
attendance.  

The young people in this research came from a wide geographical area. The impact of 
transport and other access issues for those living in the outer suburbs and regional and rural 
areas cannot be understated. Many regional young people were, however, involved with 
their local amateur theatre and were, when given the opportunity, enthusiastic theatre 
attendees. 

Gender 
As highlighted in the pre-show survey, over two thirds of the participants in this study were 
female, thus indicating that theatre-going may be an activity that has a gender bias. The 
percentage split of female and male audience members was relatively similar across the 
three categories: 1) secondary school students, 2) post-secondary students, and 3) those not 
engaged in formal study.  

The impact of socio-cultural factors on engagement  
In examining this question the following themes emerged:  

•socio-cultural groupings can influence the way young people see and experience 
the performance event  

•the ability to access meaning can relate to socio-cultural factors  

•theatre etiquette is complicated by socio-cultural factors  

•lack of assumed cultural knowledge can impede understanding. 

The young people whose experience of theatre-going with family and/or friends was a 
natural part of their cultural landscape were constantly evolving skills and vocabulary to 
engage with theatre in nuanced and meaningful ways. They were conscious of a shared 
experience inside the theatre and discussions that took place after the performance formed 
part of their engagement with the work. Post-show interviews with these groups were 
peppered with excited interjections, comparisons, confident opinions, careful listening and 
camaraderie. Finding new ways to see the experience and new words to describe it was part 
of their development as theatre-goers. These young people wanted to engage because they 
were encouraged to do so by family, teachers and/or friends and by having a space 
(metaphorical and literal) in which to discuss what they had seen. 

Conversely, the groups of young people with little familiarity with theatre-going were 
sometimes lost for words when they were asked to respond to a performance. When the 
focus shifted to more familiar territory, such as their experiences of stadium concerts or 
musicals, the discussion became more animated. However, this did not necessarily mean 
that they were not engaged by the theatre performance, as teachers sometimes noted after 
the event. What it did mean was that these young people did not have the confidence 
and/or the language to articulate their experiences of the event and in many instances they 
had not had the opportunity to discuss their reactions in class. 

The research highlights the crucial role that discussion plays in building the skills and 
confidence of young theatre-goers and suggests that the ability to talk as a group about the 
experience can lead to a greater sense of engagement with theatre more generally. In cases 
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where the group of young people is new to theatre, the efficacy of a discussion is improved 
when it is facilitated and guided by teachers or other experienced theatre-goers. 

Productions that were identified as being about youth issues generated some resentment 
when the young people thought they were being treated as one homogenous group. School 
students were often sensitive to being preached at, particularly in relation to theatre 
performances brought into their schools and especially on the subject of bullying. There was 
some discussion about companies trying too hard to be relevant. For many of the young 
people the line that separated productions that successfully communicated youth themes 
from those that were less successful often related to their authenticity – whether the 
language was accurate and the characters believable.  

This research reveals the important role that cultural identification played in engaging 
young people in theatre. While the research highlights the diverse cultural makeup of the 
school audiences in particular, there were very few performances in this large research 
study that sourced script, direction and/or production values from outside a western 
theatre tradition.  Given the significant numbers of young audience members from different 
ethnic backgrounds, in particular Chinese, Vietnamese and Arabic cultures, this is a 
consideration that needs to be taken into account in programming.  

Furthermore, there were young people who were challenged by the performance event in 
part because of their cultural background. These challenges included unfamiliar language, 
accents being difficult to understand, as well as instances where imagery, content and even 
lighting made individuals uncomfortable or offended cultural and moral sensitivities. 
Although teachers and creatives acknowledge the important role that theatre can play in 
challenging an audience, this response highlights the necessity of respectful, contextualising 
discussion before and after the performance event.  

There was some evidence to suggest that socio-cultural background could facilitate or 
impede a young person’s ability to understand the performance. Where theatre-going was 
part of their cultural landscape, the young people had developed skills, both tacit and learnt, 
that helped them to engage with aspects of the live performance. Those with little theatre 
experience or prior knowledge to draw on sometimes had difficulty understanding scenes 
that moved outside a linear narrative framework. This generally had a negative effect on 
their responses and led to disengagement with the performance. Some students, both non-
native and native English speakers, were confounded by accents, unfamiliar language or 
sexually explicit scenes. For some, Shakespeare was regarded as a foreign language. This 
again emphasises the importance of relevant and effective pre-show preparation.  

On the matter of theatre etiquette, texting was a point of some tension between students, 
teachers and theatre staff. It was, however, not restricted to young people. Students texting 
during performance could be simply put down to a lapse in theatre etiquette, but there was 
some indication that a proportion of the texting was conversation directly concerned with 
the play as a whole and specific moments within it.  

Gender difference in relation to young people’s engagement in theatre was not a theme 
that emerged strongly in the research. However there were a few productions where this 
was an issue and in these cases content and characters were far more strongly responded to 
by female or male audience members. Nevertheless, individual members of either gender 
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frequently responded positively to productions that offered insights into another world and 
life experiences. 

The impact of education 
 
Secondary school Drama students in the research generally brought three perspectives to a 
performance event: an understanding of theatre as interpreted by their school curriculum; 
their own participation in performance making and productions; and their attendance at 
other live theatre. For many of these young people their Drama studies provided the 
linguistic and analytical tools and the confidence to participate in a communal process of 
discussion, evaluation and reflection on a live performance. 
Data from young people studying Drama at school (Years 10, 11 and 12) and those in 
tertiary drama courses showed that they initially used the shared language of their 
drama/theatre curriculum to discuss a performance. Their curriculum language enabled 
them to decode and construct meaning out of the aesthetic, technical and dramatic 
elements of the performance through dialogue with their classmates and teachers. Over 
time, this tended to transform into an individual language of theatre experience which they 
used to reflect on the performance, generating deeper layers of understanding through 
ongoing discussions, teachers’ input, research and writing. 

Students from theatre-active schools often responded to and evaluated the qualities of a 
performance without making a distinction between professional, amateur and school 
productions; they applied elements of the performance to their own theatre-making or to 
their school productions. The research found that theatre-active schools could significantly 
broaden students’ tastes in theatre forms and styles, expanding their repertoire from 
musical theatre to diverse styles and genres with more serious and challenging content.  The 
tertiary theatre students brought their education in the theatre as well as their knowledge 
of creative personnel in the theatre industry to the performance event. They tended to 
identify technical aspects of the theatre experience, responding to the construction and 
interpretation of the play by the director and company, the craft of the actors, as well as 
analysing the mise en scène. 

The research revealed two areas where an educational background can negatively affect 
young people’s understanding and pleasure in attending live theatre. For some students the 
specific and idiosyncratic language of their drama curriculum prescribed their responses to a 
performance and formed a barrier to effective communication with other audience 
members, friends and families. The experience of the performance for some Drama 
students was dominated by assessment requirements. When the purpose of theatre 
attendance was regarded primarily as providing material for a compulsory performance 
analysis task, this occupied young people’s attention during the performance; the 
prescribed assessment criteria narrowed the focus of their responses and determined the 
language they used to discuss it. Young people’s ability to use a technical language of 
theatre to label performance elements did not necessarily indicate their engagement with 
or their enjoyment of a performance event. 

The majority of young people studying Drama believed that their education contributed 
significantly to their appreciation, enjoyment, understanding and engagement with live 
theatre. Many also felt that in studying Drama they tended to adopt an analytical or critical 
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perspective that could affect the pleasure and immediacy of the performance experience. In 
spite of this, many Drama students felt at an advantage over their non-drama friends 
because of their technical knowledge, their awareness and respect for the skills of the 
performers and the production team, and their access to deeper layers of understanding as 
audience members. 

In contrast, some young people in the research who had not studied Drama did not believe 
their lack of formal Drama education hindered their enjoyment or restricted their responses 
to the live performance. Young people’s engagement with a performance seemed to 
depend more on their sense of confidence and entitlement to participate fully in the 
performance event and to identify and express in their own way aspects of the performance 
that were meaningful to them. The school students who lacked confidence or were 
unwilling to discuss their views of a performance were often those who saw theatre 
attendance as arduous or irrelevant schoolwork rather than as part of their cultural and 
entertainment experiences. 

In the research, non-drama students often attended to the content of the performance 
rather than its theatrical elements. Their teachers tended to focus their preparation on the 
social and historical context and themes, and students were encouraged to respond to 
narrative, socially relevant dramatic situations and characters. Those students who attended 
without adequate preparation were often bored or disengaged by challenging content and 
complex theatrical form. 

In general, pre-performance seminars hosted by companies worked effectively to support 
young people’s preparation for a performance, providing a focus for individual and 
collective responses. Young people appreciated and valued being given access to the artistic 
vision of creative personnel and to their production decisions. However young people 
responded negatively to forums where they felt patronised, or excluded from dialogue 
between elite students and theatre company artists. The research demonstrates that young 
people need to feel respected, included and invited into the conversation no matter what 
their educational background or experience of theatre. 

Theatre literacy  
The research identified groups of young people who were defined as theatre literate. Their 
responses to performance events were underpinned by deep appreciation and enjoyment 
of a diverse range of live theatre. They engaged with the performance as active theatre-
makers and/or performers themselves, drawing on a theatre language that often originated 
from their studies of Drama but was not constrained by it. 

 In responding to a performance they: 

•confidently discussed its aesthetic and emotional impact on them  

•drew on their understandings of theatre to reflect on, analyse and evaluate it 

•made connections and comparisons with other live theatre they had seen and with 
other texts 

•engaged with aspects of the production from their perspective as active theatre 
practitioners. 
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The research revealed that young people’s theatre literacy was developed and refined 
through their attendance at performances with more experienced friends, teachers and 
mentors, as well as through their own theatre practice and their study of Drama. 
Experiences of different venues and performance styles, sharing of responses with other 
audience members during a performance, and participation in immediate and ongoing 
meaning-making with friends and adults are vital elements in building young people’s 
theatre literacy. 

Young people at school and university and committed independent theatre-goers believed 
that some knowledge and experience of theatre was essential for appreciation, enjoyment 
and deep understanding of live theatre. It contributed to their ongoing interest and 
commitment to attending live performances, their ability to decode the production 
elements, articulate meanings and apply them to their own performance practice. However, 
the research revealed that becoming theatre literate and theatre confident do not 
necessarily require a formal theatre education or training. Some of the young people who 
were informed and engaged theatre-goers had developed their appreciation and knowledge 
through their active participation in theatre-making, as well as their induction into an 
interactive, communal theatre-going culture through friends and adult mentors. 

The research shows that young people who were theatre literate tended to be comfortable 
in approaching challenging work in diverse venues. They were aware of how particular 
aesthetic elements worked together to create theatrical meaning and were intrigued by 
ambiguity, multiple perspectives, symbolism and non-linear narratives. In contrast, some 
inexperienced theatre attendees, including some who were studying Drama, experienced 
feelings of unease in venues and performance spaces, particularly when they felt exposed or 
excluded from the shared responses of other audience members. They believed they lacked 
the skills and specialised knowledge required to make sense of live theatre. A lack of theatre 
confidence seemed a more significant factor influencing young people’s enjoyment and 
engagement with a performance event than a lack of theatre literacy. Some young audience 
members, regardless of their theatre education background, had insufficient confidence to 
become fully involved in a performance, whereas others without any formal education 
displayed a capacity to engage with all aspects of the event. 

Data from theatre company personnel revealed three distinct interpretations of theatre 
literacy in relation to young people. The first, which contrasted markedly with the young 
people’s views, equated theatre literacy with theatre etiquette: the need for young people 
to know, respect and observe the protocols of theatre behaviour appropriate for the 
performance venue. A second interpretation saw theatre literacy in pragmatic and 
prescribed terms, as young people attending an event with the necessary prior knowledge 
of a particular text to understand its interpretation in performance. A third group regarded 
theatre literacy as an educational process through which young people developed an 
informed understanding of theatre both theoretically and practically, enhanced by an 
experience of a range of theatre forms in different venues. In addition, a group of 
outstanding teachers in the research recognised that developing their students’ theatre 
literacy required teachers to be dynamic advocates for contemporary theatre and to 
immerse their students in a culture of practice and interactive inquiry focused on shared 
performance events. 
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 The research shows that theatre literacy is an indicator of young people’s sustained interest 
in and commitment to live theatre. An evolving theatre literacy at school provides young 
people with a social and cultural platform for ongoing independent theatre attendance. 
Significantly though, the research identified some theatre literate young people who chose 
not to attend mainstream theatre, except for school excursions and for compulsory 
curriculum requirements. This included those who had completed their courses of study, 
even when they were actively involved in the theatre industry. 

Engagement and disengagement in the theatre experience  
 
Analysis of the responses of young people across all case studies led to the identification of 
a number of qualities that were present when they were engaged in the performance event. 
Engagement was indicated when three or more of the following qualities were evident: 

 •intensity of response 

•explanation of the specific, e.g. a moment, event, place, character  

•imaginative projection of the self into the world of the play  

•use of rich detail in recall  

•emotional response 

•speculation about and beyond the work. 

For many young people who were engaged in the performance itself, the whole event was 
also regarded as special, even magical in some cases, and there was a sense of the whole or 
completeness of theatre attendance as a social or communal experience. It thus sometimes 
became difficult to separate individual factors out. 

Nevertheless it must also be noted from the outset that what engages some young people 
can disengage others. Similarly, what some young people value in live theatre is not valued 
by others. The willingness or unwillingness of young people to remain involved with a live 
performance where meaning is delayed or exists on a metaphoric rather than a literal level 
depends on a range of factors including prior experience with theatre. Those with positive 
responses often referred to such instances as ambiguous and/or suspenseful and young 
people enjoyed the process of deconstructing the experience to glean meaning. Positive 
responses also came from those who were comfortable and interested in watching the 
meaning unfold. Those with negative responses often referred to such instances as being 
confusing and they were reluctant to search for meaning that was not readily apparent. In 
some cases they became disengaged, frustrated or annoyed. Several case studies indicated 
that for those with little exposure to theatre, being made familiar with the themes, context 
and or symbols being used prior to the performance might have helped them to engage 
more fully. 

Engagement through the context and setting 
As discussed above, the ambience of the venue itself was an important factor in drawing 
young people in. In some cases, prior experience of a particular venue as a social and 
recreational location played a critical role in anticipating the experience of the performance 
or in establishing a sense of connection. More specifically, familiarity and comfort within the 
space was an engaging feature of attending the live theatre performance. This included 
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feeling welcome and accepted at the venue and also the atmosphere, the comfort of the 
seats and good sight lines. Proximity to the stage and therefore the action enabled an 
intimate experience. Young people indicated that they valued a performance experience to 
a greater degree when they were closer to the action, except in the case of large musicals, 
when they engaged with the sheer scale of the action, colour and sound. Interestingly, even 
in these large-scale events, moments where performers spilled into the audience were 
especially recalled, such as in The Lion King. 

Disengagement through context and setting  
 

Conversely a number of venues engendered a feeling of strangeness, displacement or 
unfamiliarity for some participants. This disengagement was sometimes initiated by 
difficulty locating the theatre or feeling like an outsider in the foyer. For others, insecurity 
about how to behave or questions relating to their entitlement to attend led to perceptions 
of not belonging or feeling trapped in the space. 

 Several school groups also objected to being treated coldly or in some cases as second-class 
theatre-goers or ‘like kids’ by venue staff. Sitting a long way from the action also led to 
feeling distanced from the performance. For some, attending the matinee performance 
seemed more like a dress rehearsal. Others commented that the physical temperature of 
the theatre made it difficult to engage with the performance. Still others could not engage 
because they were worried their friends or partner might not be enjoying the performance. 

Elements of a theatre experience that engage young people  
 

It is clear that young theatre-goers seek to experience a live performance that transports 
them to another world but one that respects them, is relevant and connected to their own 
lives, issues and concerns, and challenges them intellectually. What they are engaged by are 
dynamic interactions, sensory experiences, humour, physical action and believable 
characters. In addition they delight in constructing meaning and reading the symbolism 
from different theatrical elements, for example, the way the set is designed for visual 
impact; the choice of certain props; the use of lighting. 

A significant number of older school students with extensive experience of theatre were 
also attracted to plays they perceived as classics, and being able to engage with these works 
gave them a sense of self-confidence because they felt they had access to the culture of 
theatre in a way they regarded as adult. 

Continued engagement beyond the show can be promoted by a controversial or confronting 
event in the performance that emphasises or extends the ambiguities. Opportunities for 
young people to discuss this shared experience further deepen engagement after the 
performance. 

Elements of a theatre experience that disengage young people  
 

One factor discouraging engagement for some young people was their prior perception that 
a work made for young people would be patronising, boring and/or frustrating. 
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Disengagement in a performance was influenced by a lack of understanding of or confusion 
about the plot itself, the narrative structure, a central character’s motivation or the 
language or accent used. 

Being confused sometimes led to a young person’s inability to appreciate multiple or 
ambiguous perspectives or to their being closed to the themes of the play. In addition, those 
who felt uncomfortable with the performance content, for example explicit sexual 
references, found it difficult to engage. 

Boredom caused by lack of action, inability to identify with characters, no humour or an 
overlong performance were other reasons cited for non-engagement. 

In a few cases experienced theatre-goers found themselves disappointed when the actual 
staging, a technical error or a perceived lack of authenticity meant that the production did 
not meet their expectations. 

In some cases a lack of confidence in being at the theatre or in how to respond 
appropriately inhibited engagement. In a few cases content or themes were perceived as 
too serious, too intense or over-used. 

Qualities that young people value in the theatre experience 

Young people identified a range of qualities which they valued as part of the performance 
event. Among these were liveness, challenge, humour, risk, production qualities, and the 
opportunity for shared meaning-making.  

Liveness  
It is clear that the qualities of liveness are highly valued by young people during a theatre 
performance. Emerging frequently throughout the case study interviews was an awareness 
of multiple factors in the relationship between the performance/performer and the 
spectator, and that this relationship is heightened by the following factors: 

•the immediacy of the event 

•the unrepeatability of any performance - the recognition that no performance 
would be the same two nights running 

•proximity to the actors which enhanced the connection with the audience 

•the energy of a performance that stimulated intense emotion 

•lack of spectator control. 

The young people’s realisation of the unique, ephemeral, interactive and live nature of 
theatre performance emerged frequently throughout the case study interviews. 

Challenge 
Challenge, confrontation, surprise, novelty, uncertainty were key features frequently 
highlighted by young people as leading to a moving theatre experience. At the same time 
the themes explored needed to be connected and relevant to contemporary experiences. 
Some young people articulated a strong preference for theatre that deals with 
empowerment, contemporary issues, and issues that should be talked about and not 
avoided. 



112 
 

Humour 
Many young people also specifically highlighted comedy and physical action as contributing 
to a sense of enjoyment in a performance. For some the mixture of comedy with tragedy 
was particularly appreciated. 

Shared meaning 
Opportunities to discuss the play before, during and/or after the performance and the 
resulting shared meaning-making with family or friends underlined the social or communal 
nature of theatre attendance valued by young people. 

Performance qualities 
Being engaged emotionally or moved was often attributed to the skill or expertise of the 
actors. The performances which developed deep character relationships enabled 
opportunities for young people to relate or identify with a character. Identification was not 
always interpreted as empathy, for example a spectator might identify with a character or 
actor in a number of ways: wishful, sympathetic, or even disapproving. 

Production features 
The visual impact and imagery created through the set, the design, the stylistic choices, the 
direction, the sound and lighting effects, the costuming, the authenticity of the props and 
the theatre space itself were all frequently noted as contributing to the mood and ability to 
evoke a period in time or context, particularly by more experienced theatre-goers. 

The way that layered meanings can be derived from the juxtaposition of different elements 
and the creation of dramatic symbols to encourage higher order thinking was another key 
feature valued by young participants. 

Risk 
The research foregrounds a distinct notion of risk and rawness as particularly important for 
young theatre-goers. The ephemeral nature of live performance with its risk that something 
could go wrong and would never be exactly the same twice was an element of theatre that 
many found compelling. It appeared to facilitate a deeper investment in the performance. 

Musical theatre 
(This area of the report will continue to be developed once the Wicked case study report is complete). 

The specific features of musical theatre that are valued by young people include: 

•a young cast  

•familiarity with the music and songs 

•the skills of musicians and the performativity of the orchestra  

•the atmosphere of being with so many people  

•fantastical elements  

•exaggerated physicality of the performers  

•visual extremes in the production  

•the spectacle. 
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Independent theatre attendance  
The research found no indication that age is a determining factor in the kinds of theatre 
young people attend. Rather, experience as a theatre-goer is what contributes to a 
progression in young people’s interests and preferences. The more theatre young people 
see, the broader their palate. Building a capacity to feel confident in the theatre-going 
experience, and therefore taking more risks in the choice of productions, comes from 
ongoing attendance.  

Ongoing exposure to theatre also increases an individual’s capacity to construct deeper 
meaning and understandings from a performance event. The ability to make meaning is 
connected to theatre literacy but is not limited to this concept. Experience and theatre 
education contribute to increasing theatre confidence. In other words young people with a 
formal or informal education in theatre experience a sense of belonging in the theatre space 
and feel confident in their capacity to make meaning.  

Theatre confidence and independent theatre attendance 
Theatre confidence is defined in this study as feeling comfortable attending and responding 
to a performance event as an audience member and having a sense of agency/entitlement 
about theatre attendance and making sense of the theatre experience itself. It has been 
highlighted frequently in this report as a factor in attendance and engagement.  

Key elements in the development of theatre confidence can include some or all of the 
following: 

•a family heritage of theatre attendance  

•drama/arts classes in childhood 

•experiences as a theatre-maker 

•positive educational influences on theatre-making, attending and understanding 

•development of theatre literacy 

•a peer group of like-minded theatre devotees. 

 Key characteristics of theatre confidence can include some or all of the following: 

•ease in navigating the theatre landscape, including new venues and unfamiliar 
event 

•a sense of entitlement, firstly to the theatre experience and then to the 
construction of personal meaning 

•a commitment to sustained attendance  

•participation in their own arts activities 

•a willingness to serve as guide to non-theatre going people, particularly peers or 
family. 

This research also suggests that theatre confidence is one of the critical factors which 
contributes to the transition from facilitated theatre-going, through family or school 
excursions, to independent theatre-going. Independent theatre-going requires the young 



114 
 

person to navigate the practicalities of attendance – cost, booking, organising with friends, 
transportation – in addition to identifying a preferred theatre event or venue.  

The study revealed that the young people most able to make this transition into 
independent attendance were experienced and, often, highly theatre literate attendees. 
Many but not all of them had continued their Drama studies beyond secondary schooling 
and were passionate and committed theatre-goers as young adults. Many of these same 
young people vividly remembered their childhood experience of attending theatre with a 
family member or as a family group: attending mainstream performance events, eg. 
musicals, then graduating to mainstream straight theatre at an older age as an autonomous 
theatre-goer.  This pattern is sometimes linked to young people taking more responsibility 
for their attendance. The research suggests that an emerging autonomy in theatre-going 
may contribute to a life-long pattern of attendance.  

Young person as facilitator 
An important reason for theatre attendance, particularly highlighted by the post-schooling 
young people, was the facilitation of a generally more experienced, theatre-going person. 
The facilitator was often a friend, teacher or family member, who provided the young 
person with an invitation or the means to attend, or an opportunity to share the experience. 
Facilitators helped to provide young people with access to the theatrical event in multiple 
ways, including:  

•aiding financial or physical access 

•acting as a guide to the practicalities of attendance, such as booking tickets 

•offering opinions and insights about a particular show 

•indicating what to wear 

•knowing what was available to see and was worth seeing. 

One notable characteristic of confident independent theatre-goers was their capacity to 
serve as theatre facilitators and mentors to their less experienced or non-theatre attending 
peers. There was evidence in the research that a highly trusted and credible peer mentor (or 
group) could provide a conduit into theatre attendance for a non-theatre-goer. The research 
shows that the young person as mentor can assist in the organisational aspects of 
attendance, collaborate in the all-important meaning-making before and after the show, 
and provide a powerful experience of social and cultural belonging for the neophyte 
attendee. 
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Conclusion 
Reaching an understanding of the factors that contribute to the attendance and the 
experiences of young people as audiences of live performances by major cultural providers 
has involved a complex process of collaborative research drawing on a large body of 
qualitative and quantitative data. From 2008 to 2011 the TheatreSpace project sampled 
responses from nearly 3000 young people, between 14 and 30 years of age, from diverse 
backgrounds and across 3 states on the East coast of Australia. Case studies of 21 theatre 
performances at major performing arts venues in New South Wales, Queensland and 
Victoria were analysed individually to provide in-depth understanding of young people’s 
responses to each performance event. These case studies were then analysed nationally to 
produce substantive research findings.  

The TheatreSpace research project is one of the most comprehensive investigations to date, 
nationally and internationally, of what attracts, engages and sustains young people as 
audience members at live theatre and what factors can exclude them.  Its findings shed light 
on young people’s real and perceived access to major cultural providers and their sense of 
entitlement and engagement in live theatre. The study highlights the theatre preferences of 
young people both at school and post-schooling; it examines the factors that influence 
young people’s responses to performance events, and those that support their continued 
theatre attendance. It reveals that young people enjoy a range of complex theatre forms, 
bringing to the theatre experience an appreciation of theatre-going as a social and 
communal event. It underscores the importance of dialogue and effective relationships 
between theatre companies, young people (both at school and post-schooling) and 
teachers.  

These findings will be of significance to cultural policy makers, theatre programmers, 
theatre-makers, arts educators and curriculum planners and, we hope, to young and 
emerging theatre creatives. 
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Summary of Key Findings 
 

Factors influencing theatre attendance and engagement 
 

•Young theatre-goers are attracted to the liveness and immediacy of theatre. They seek to 
experience live theatre that transports them to another world, is relevant to 
contemporary issues, is connected to their own lives and concerns, and challenges them 
intellectually.  

•Young people are engaged by live theatre with dynamic performers, believable 
characters, physical proximity to the performance space, intimate relationships between 
actors and audience, physical theatre, multi-media elements, sensory experiences, 
comedy, and innovative stagecraft.    

•Family and childhood experiences of live performance strongly influence young people’s 
theatre confidence and often provide a conduit to sustained theatre attendance. 

•For young people without a familial or cultural background of theatre-going, committed 
teachers play a crucial role in introducing them to theatre and in positively influencing 
ongoing interest and attendance.  

•School excursions are responsible for bringing young people from diverse socio-
economic, linguistic and cultural backgrounds into mainstream theatre.  

•Theatre companies with access and equity programs that facilitate the attendance of 
regional and rural school students and young people from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds play a vital part in building new theatre audiences. 

•Developing theatre literacy at school provides young people with a social and cultural 
platform for ongoing independent theatre attendance and is an indicator of young 
people’s sustained interest in and commitment to live theatre. 

•Theatre attendance facilitated by a friend, family member or teacher is a crucial factor in 
inducting young people into live theatre and also supporting ongoing attendance. 

•Being part of a social group of theatre attendees, no matter what the motivation for 
attending, contributes to ongoing theatre attendance post-schooling. 

•The performance venue itself is often an attraction for young people as a social and 
communal space. Young audience members link major cultural centres with expectations 
of quality and style, participation in a high currency event, the opportunity to gather 
socially before and after the performance, and a sense of occasion.  

•Post-performance discussions contribute to building the skills and confidence of young 
theatre-goers. Opportunities to discuss the theatre experience with peers lead to a 
greater sense of engagement with theatre more generally. 
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•Young people’s theatre literacy is developed and refined through their attendance at 
performances with more experienced friends, teachers and mentors, as well as through 
their own theatre practice, and their Drama studies.  

•Committed young theatre-goers believe that some prior knowledge and experience of 
theatre is essential for appreciation, enjoyment and deep understanding of a live theatre 
performance. 

•Young people who have not studied Drama often do not believe their lack of formal 
Drama education hinders their enjoyment of a live performance. Young people’s 
engagement with a performance seems to depend more on their sense of confidence and 
entitlement to participate fully. 

•Theatre confidence is a critical factor contributing to the transition from facilitated to 
independent theatre-going. 

•Young people want to feel respected, included and invited into the theatre space and the 
ensuing cultural conversation no matter what their educational background or past 
experience of theatre. 

 

Factors discouraging theatre attendance and engagement 
 

•Young people are deterred from attending live theatre by: lack of information in the 
media they use and the social networks they trust; lack of social connections to other 
young theatre-goers; resistance to forward planning; perceptions of the high cost of 
theatre. 

•In contrast to their attendance at musical theatre, comedy festivals and live music 
events, young people regard theatre attendance as risky, both in terms of time and 
discretionary spending; whereas these other cultural events are perceived as consistently 
enjoyable, live theatre performances may be boring, irrelevant or inaccessible. 

•The loss of a facilitator in the transition from school to post-schooling, whether friend, 
teacher or parent, is a central factor in a young adult’s non-attendance at theatre, 
including those who have developed a theatre literacy at school. 

• Theatre programming needs to reflect the important role cultural identification plays in 
engaging young people in theatre. Despite the demographic makeup of school audiences 
there were very few productions in this research that sourced script, direction and/or 
production values from outside a western theatre tradition.  

•Negative experiences of a cultural centre and performance venue including 
uncomfortable interactions with staff or feeling unwelcome or threatened as audience 
members deter young people from re-attending theatre.  

•Transport problems, poor access to venues, and other logistical and financial issues are 
barriers to theatre attendance in flagship cultural venues for young people living in the 
outer suburbs and in regional and rural areas. 
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Glossary of Terms 
ACC:   Accessing the Cultural Conversation  

AC:  the Arts Centre, Melbourne 

ARC:   Australian Research Council 

Arena:  Arena Theatre Company 

ArtsVic: Arts Victoria 

ArtsNSW: Arts New South Wales 

Bell:  Bell Shakespeare Company 

BPH  Brisbane Powerhouse 

CI:   Chief Investigator 

Griffith:  Griffith University 

HSC:  High School Certificate 

KI:  Key Informant 

MH:  Malthouse Theatre 

MRO:   Melbourne Research Office, University of Melbourne 

MTC:  Melbourne Theatre Company 

PO:   Partner Organisation (Industry Partner – ARC classification) 

QPAC:  Queensland Performing Arts Centre 

QTC:  Queensland Theatre Company 

STC:   Sydney Theatre Company 

SOH:  Sydney Opera House 

TAFE  Technical and Further Education 

Unimelb:  University of Melbourne 

Usyd:   University of Sydney 

VCE:   Victorian Certificate of Education 

YP:  Young people 

  



119 
 

TheatreSpace Bibliography 
 
ACARA. (2010). Draft Shape of the Australian Curriculum: The Arts. 
Andreasen, R., & Belk, R. W. (1980). Predictors of Attendance at the Performing Arts. The 

Journal of Consumer Research, 7(2), 112-120. 
Aprill, A. (2001). Toward a finer description of the connection between arts education and 

achievement. Arts Education Policy Review, (102), 25-26. 
Auslander, P. (2002). Liveness: Performance in a Mediatized Culture (Vol. Taylor and Francis 

e-library 2002). London: Taylor and Francis. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (1991). Ideas, Facts and Futures: Youth and the Arts. Sydney: 

Australia Council for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2005). Education and the Arts Policy Initiative. Sydney: 

Australia Council for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2005). Education Priority Statement. Sydney: Australia 

Council for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2006). Creative Innovation Strategy. Sydney: Australia Council 

for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2008). Love your work: training, retaining and connecting 

artists in theatre. Sydney: Australia Council for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2010). More than bums on seats: Australian participation in 

the arts. Sydney: Australia Council for the Arts. 
Australia Council for the Arts. (2011). Connecting ://Arts Audiences online. Sydney: Australia 

Council for the Arts. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2000). Leisure and Cultural Participation. Canberra: 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2005). Children’s participation in culture and leisure 

activities: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2005-06). Attendance at Selected Cultural Venues and 

Events, Australia: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2006). Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) - Technical 

Paper. Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics  
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2007). Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2009). Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: 

Children’s Involvement in Cultural Activities 2009: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2009). Arts and Culture in Australia: A Statistical Overview: 

Expenditure on Culture 2009: Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2009). Arts and Culture in Australia: A statistical overview: 

Participation and Attendance. 
Australian Council for Education Research. (2004). Evaluation of School-based Arts 

Education Programmes in Australian Schools: Australian Council for Education 
Research. 

Bamford, A. (2006). The WOW Factor: Global research compendium on the impact of the 
arts in education. New York: Waxmann Munster. 

Bamford, A. (2007). Netwerken en verbindingen: arts and cultural education in The 
Netherlands. 

Barker, M. (2003). Crash, Theatre Audiences, and the Idea of 'Liveness'. Studies in Theatre 



120 
 

and Performance, 23(1), 21-39. 
Barrett, M., & Smigiel, H. (2003). Awakening the "Sleeping Giant"?: The arts in the lives of 

Australian families. International Journal of Education and the Arts 4(4). 
Bennett, S. (1990). Theatre Audiences: A theory of production and reception. London & New 

York: Routledge. 
Blau, H. (1992). To All Appearances: Ideology and Performance. New York & London: 

Routledge. 
Bourke, L., & Hunter, M. (2011). Not Just an Audience: Young People Transforming our 

Theatre. Platform Papers(26). 
Bower, S. (2004). Developing a Yearning for Primary Learning: A Focus on Literature and the 

Creative and Practical Arts. Australian Art Education(7), 21-28. 
Brice Heath, S. (1999). ArtShow: Youth and Community Development. Washington DC: 

Partners for Liveable Communities. 
Brofenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature and 

Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Brofenbrenner, U. (1992). Ecological Systems Theory. In R. Vasta (Ed.), Six Theories of Child 

Development: Revised Reformulations and Current Issues (pp. 187-249). London: 
Jessica Kingsley Publishing. 

Brofenbrenner, U. (2001). The Bioecological Theory of Human Development. In N. J. Smelser 
& P. B. Baltes (Eds.), International Encyclopedia of the Social and Behavioral Sciences 
(Vol. 10). New York: Elsevier. 

Brown, A. S., & Novak, J. L. (2007). Assessing the Intrinsic Impacts of a Live Performance: 
WolfBrown. 

Brown, N. (2000). The Links Between Exposure of Young People to the Arts and Later Arts 
Participation. Sydney: Australia Council for the Arts. 

Brunton, C. (2004). Youth Audience Research: Motivations and Barriers to Attendance 
amongst 12-17 year olds. Melbourne: Arts Victoria. 

Bundy, P. (2005). Asking the Right Questions: Accessing Children's Experience of Aesthetic 
Engagement. Applied Theatre Researcher, 6. 

Cahill, H., & Smith, G. (2002). A Pilot Study of Arena Theatre Company's Audiences. 
Melbourne: Australian Youth Research Centre. 

Carroll, J. (2005). YTLKIN2ME? Drama in the Age of Digital Reproduction. NJ, 29(1) 15-24. 
Catterall, J. S. (2002). The Arts and the Transfer of Learning. In R. J. Deasy (Ed.), Critical Links: 

Learning in the Arts and Student Academic and Social Development. Washington DC: 
Arts Education Partnership. 

Catterall, J. S. (2009). Doing well and doing good by doing art: The long term effects of 
sustained involvement in the visual and performing arts during high school: Los 
Angeles Imagination Group. 

Coles, A. (2007). Focus on youth: Canadian youth arts programming and policy: Canadian 
Cultural Observatory. 

Colmar Brunton. (2004). Youth Audience Research: Motivations and Barriers to Attendance 
amongst 12-17 year olds. Melbourne: Arts Victoria. 

Costantoura, P. (2000). Australians and the Arts: What do the arts mean to Australians? 
Australia Council. 

Cremona, V., Eversmann, P., Maanen, H. V., Sauter, W., & Tulloch, J. (Eds.). (2004). 
Theatrical Events: Borders Dynamics Frames. Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi. 

Cremona, V., Eversmann, P., van Maanen, H., Sauter, W., & Tulloch, J. (Eds.). (2004). 



121 
 

Theatrical Events: Borders, Dynamics, Frames. Amsterdam & New York: Rodopi. 
Davenport, G., Agamanolis, S., Barry, B., Bradley, B., & Brooks, K. (2000). Synergistic 

storyscapes and constructionist cinematic sharing. Ibm Systems Journal,, 39(3-4), 
456-469. 

Deacon, S. (2000). Creativity within qualitative research on families: New ideas for old 
methods. The Qualitative Report, 4(3&4). 

Deasy, R. J. (2002). Critical Links: Learning in the Arts and Student Academic and Social 
Development. Washington DC: Arts Education Partnership. 

Department of Communications. (2004). Information Economy Index. Canberra: Australian 
Government. 

Dolan, J. (2006). Utopia in Performance. Theatre Research International, 31(2), 163-173. 
Donelan, K., & O'Brien, A. (2008). Creative Interventions for Marginalised Youth: the Risky 

Business Project. Brisbane: Drama Australia. 
Ewing, R. (2010). The Arts and Australian Education: Realising Potential. Australian 

Education Review, (58). Retrieved from http://www.acer.edu.au/documents/AER-
58.pdf 

Field, T., Diego, M., & Sanders, C. (2002). Adolescents' parent and peer relationships. 
Adolescence(37), 121-130. 

Fiske, E. B. (Ed.). (1999). Champions of Change: The Impact of the Arts on Learning. 
Washington DC: Arts Education Partnership / President's Committee on the Arts and 
the Humanities. 

Fornäs, J. (1995). Youth Culture in Late Modernity In J. Fornäs & G. Bolin (Eds.), Youth 
Culture in Late Modernity London: SAGE. 

Fotheringham, R. (1998). Boundary riders and claim jumpers: the Australian theatre 
industry. In V. Kelly (Ed.), Our Australian Theatre in the 1990s (Vol. 7, pp. 20-37). 
Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi. 

Fotheringham, R. (2001). Audiences as Performers: Laughter and Interpretative Repertoires 
in a Performance Season for Young People. NJ 25(2). 

Gadsden, V. (2008). The Arts and Education: Knowledge Generation, Pedagogy and the 
Discourse of Learning. Review of Research in Education, 32, 29-61. 

Gangi, J. (1998). Making Sense of Drama in an Electronic Age. In D. Hornbrook (Ed.), On the 
Subject of Drama. London: Routledge. 

Gee, J. P. (1989). What Is Literacy? Journal of Education, 71(1), 18-25. 
Gibson, R., & Anderson, M. (2008). Touching the void: Arts education research in Australia. 

Asia Pacific Journal of Education(28), 103-112. 
Goldstein, H. (2003). Multilevel statistical models (3rd ed.). London: Hodder Arnold. 
Grady, S. (2000). Languages of the Stage: A Critical Framework for Analysing and Creating 

Performance. In H. Nicholson (Ed.), Teaching Drama 11-18 (pp. 144-159). London 
and New York: Continuum. 

Graves, S. L., & Frohwerk, A. (2009). Multilevel modeling and school psychology: A review 
and practical example. School Psychology Quarterly(24), 84-94. 

Haanstra, F., & Van Hoorn, M. (2002). 'Art can be beautiful-If you understand it...': learning 
effects of arts education projects among secondary school pupils in the Netherlands. 
Research in Drama Education 7, 27-42. 

Hair, J. F., Anderson, R. E., Tatham, D. L., & Black, W. C. (1995). Multivariate data analysis. 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Harland, J., & Kinder, K. (Eds.). (1999). Crossing the Line: Extending Young People's access to 



122 
 

Cultural Venues. Lisbon: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation. 
Harland, J., Kinder, K., Lord, P., Scott, A., Schagen, L., & Haynes, J. (2000). Arts education in 

secondary schools: Effects and effectiveness. Slough: National Foundation for 
Educational Research. 

Haseman, B. (2002). The ‘Creative Industry’ of Designing a Contemporary Drama Curriculum. 
Melbourne Studies in Education, 43(2), 119-129. 

Heck, R. H., Thomas, S. L., & Tabata, L. N. (2010). Multilevel and longitudinal modeling with 
IBM SPSS. New York: Routledge. 

Hetland, L., & Winner, E. (2001). The arts and academic achievement: What the evidence 
shows. Arts Education Policy Review(102), 3-6. 

Hornbrook, D. (1998). On the Subject of Drama. London: Routledge. 
Hox, J. (2010). Multilevel analysis: Techniques and applications. . New York: Routledge. 
Hughes, J., & Wilson, K. (2004). Playing a Part: the impact of youth theatre on young 

people's personal and social development. Research in Drama Education 9(1), 57-73. 
Hunter, M., & Milne, G. (2005). Young People and Performance in Australia and New 

Zealand. Australian Drama Studies(47), 3-15. 
Hunter, M. A. (2000). Contemporary Australian Youth-Specific Performance and the 

Negotiation of Change. NJ (Journal of Drama Australia), 24(1). 
Hunter, M. A. (2001). Anxious Futures: Magpie2 and 'New Generationalism' in Australian 

Youth-Specific Theatre. Theatre Research International 26(1), 71-81. 
Hunter, M. A. (2001). Youth Arts Festivals and the politics of participation. Canadian Theatre 

Review Spring(106), 16-21. 
Hunter, M. A. (2005). Education and the arts: research overview. Sydney: Australia Council 

for the Arts. 
Jackson, A. (1997). Positioning the audience: inter-active strategies and the aesthetic in 

educational theatre (Towards Theatrical Communication). Theatre Research 
International 22 (Supplement)(1), 1-10. 

Johnson, G., Pfrommer, P., Stewart, S., Glinkowski, P., Fenn, C., Skelton, A., et al. (2010). 
New Audiences: The New Audiences Programme 1998-2003. Arts Council England. 

Jones, S. (2004). So Giotto drew on rocks…Children’s Art, creativity and everyday democracy 
Demos. 

Kawashima, N. (2007). Audience Development and Social Inclusion in Britain: Tensions, 
contradictions and paradoxes in policy and their implications for cultural 
management. . International Journal of Cultural Policy, 12(1), 55-72. 

Kelly, V. (1998). Old patterns, new energies. In V. Kelly (Ed.), Our Australian Theatre in the 
1990's. Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi. 

Kelly, V. (Ed.). (1998). Our Australian Theatre in the 1990s. Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi. 
Kershaw, B. (2001). Oh for Unruly Audiences! Or, Patterns of Participation in Twentieth-

Century Theatre. Modern Drama 42(2), 133-154. 
Kolb, B. (1997). Pricing as the Key to Attracting Students to the Performing Arts. Journal of 

Cultural Economics 21, 139-146. 
Kotler, P., & Sheff, J. (1996). Standing Room Only: strategies for marketing the performing 

arts. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Press. 
Lilley, H. (2010). Vital Contact: Creating Interpretive Communities in a Moment of Theatrical 

Reception. About Performance (10), 35-50. 
Little, E., & Van Fossen, R. (2001). Pedagogies, politics and practices in working with youth. 

Canadian Theatre Review Spring(106), 5-11. 



123 
 

Livermore, J. (1998). More than words can say: A view of literacy through the arts.  
Australian Centre for Arts Education. 

Mansour, M., & Martin, A. J. (2009). Home, parents, and achievement motivation: A study of 
key home and parental factors that predict student motivation and engagement. 
Australian Educational and Developmental Psychologist, 26, 111-126. 

Marjoribanks, K. (1996). Family socialization and children's school outcomes: an 
investigation of a parenting model. Educational Studies(22), 3-11. 

Marsh, H. W., & Kleitman, S. (2002). Extracurricular school activities: The good, the bad, and 
the nonlinear. Harvard Educational Review(72), 464-514. 

Marsh, H. W., Martin, A. J., & Cheng, J. (2008). A multilevel perspective on gender in 
classroom motivation and climate: Potential benefits of male teachers for boys? 
Journal of Educational Psychology(100), 78-95. 

Martin, A. J. (2008). Motivation and engagement in diverse performance domains: Testing 
their generality across school, university/college, work, sport, music, and daily life. 
Journal of Research in Personality(42), 1607-1612. 

Martin, J., & Sauter, W. (1995). Understanding Theatre: Performance Analysis in Theory and 
practice. Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell. 

Matarasso, F. (1997). Use or Ornament: the social impact of participation in the arts. 
London: Comedia. 

McAulay, G., & Ginters, L. (Eds.). (2010). About Performance. Sydney: University of Sydney 
Department of Performance Studies  

McLean, J. (1996). An Aesthetic Framework in Drama: Issues and Implications. Brisbane: 
National Association for Drama in Education. 

McLean, J., & Richer, S. (2003). Theatre for Young People in Australia. Lowdown, 
4(February). 

Medcalf, G. (2005). Marketing Magazine Marketing Awards; Just the Ticket: The Auckland 
Theatre Company uses new media to attract younger patrons to its shows. 
Marketing Magazine, August(21). 

Milne, G. (1999). Theatre in education: dead or alive?  In V. Kelly (Ed.), Our Australian 
Theatre in the 1990s. Amsterdam & Atlanta: Rodopi. 

Mooney, M. (2005). Morphing into New Spaces: Transcoding Drama. NJ (Journal of Drama 
Australia) 29(1). 

Morris, D. (1998). The Forgotten Art-Makers. Drama Magazine, Winter. 
Myers, R. (2003). Arena's Approaches to Young Audiences. Paper presented at the 

Melbourne International Arts Festival.  
Nicholson, H. (1999). Aesthetic Values, Drama Education and the Politics of Difference. NJ, 

23(2), 81-89. 
Nicholson, H. (2000). Teaching Drama 11-18. London and New York: Continuum. 
Nicholson, H. (2009). Theatre and education. Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan. 
Norris, J. (1998). TIE/DIE: Listening to the Voices of the Audience. NJ (Journal of Drama 

Australia), 22(1), 61-67. 
O'Brien, A. (2003). Drama and Community: Who the Piper, Whose the Tune? NJ, 27(2), 5-16. 
O'Farrell, L. (1994). Education and the Art of Drama. Geelong, Melbourne: Deakin University 

Press. 
O'Hagan, J. (1996). Access to, and Participation in the Arts: The Case of Those with Low 

Incomes/Educational Attainment. Journal of Cultural Economics 20, 269-282. 
Orfali, A. (2004). Artists working in partnerships with schools: Quality indicators and advice 



124 
 

for planning, commissioning and delivery. Newcastle upon Tyne: Arts Council 
England. 

Oskala, A., Keaney, E., Chan, T. W., & Bunting, C. (2009). Encourage children today to build 
audiences for tomorrow. London: Arts Council England. 

Positive Solutions. (2003). Review of Theatre for Young People. Sydney: Australia Council 
and NSW Ministry for the Arts. 

Prendergast, M. (2004). Theatre Audience Education or How to See a Play: Toward a 
Curriculum Theory for Spectatorship in the Performing Arts. Youth Theatre Journal 
18, 45-54. 

Radbourne, J., Johanson, K., Glow, H., & White, T. (2009). The Audience Experience: 
Measuring Quality in the Performing Arts. International Journal of Arts Management, 
11(3), 16-29. 

Radbourne, J., Johanson, K., & Glow, H. (2010). Empowering Audiences to Measure Quality. 
Participations-Journal of Audience and Reception Studies, 7(2). 

Raudenbush, S. W., & Bryk, A. S. (2002). Hierarchical linear models: Applications and data 
analysis methods (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Reason, M. (2004). Theatre Audiences and Perceptions of 'Liveness' in Performance. 
Participations-Journal of Audience and Reception Studies, 1(2). 

Reason, M. (2006). Young Audience and Live Theatre, Part 1: Methods, Participation and 
Memory in Audience Research. Studies in Theatre and Performance 26(2), 129-145. 

Reason, M. (2006). Young Audience and Live Theatre, Part 2: Perceptions of Liveness in 
Performance. Studies in Theatre and Performance, 26(3), 221-241. 

Reason, M. (2010). Asking the Audience: Audience Research and the Experience of Theatre. 
About Performance(10), 15-34. 

Reason, M. (2010). The Young Audience: exploring and enhancing children's experiences of 
theatre. Stoke on Trent & Sterling: Trentham Books. 

Robinson, B. W. (1998). Were you (pick) one: entertained? Enervated? Enlightened? 
Theater, 28(3), 83-85. 

Sauter, W. (1997). Approaching the theatrical event: The influence of semiotics and 
hermeneutics on European theatre studies. Theatre Research International 22(1). 

Sauter, W. (2000). The Theatrical Event: dynamics of performance and perception. Iowa City: 
University of Iowa Press. 

Schechner, R. (1985). Between Theatre and Anthropology. Philadelphia, PA: University of 
Pennsylvania Press. 

Schiller, W. (2006). Children's Responses to live performance: A longitudinal Study (2003-
2005). Adelaide: deLissa Institiute of Early Childhood and Family Studies. 

Scollen, R. J. (2007). Theatre Talks evolve into Talking Theatre. In Y. Feiler, R. Hoogland and 
K. Westerling (Ed.), Willmar in the world: young scholars exploring the theatrical 
event. Stockholm: Stockholm University. 

Seltzer, K., & Bentley, T. (1999). The Creative Age: Knowledge and skills for the new 
economy. In Demos (Ed.): Demos. 

Simons, J. (1994). Theatre and Learning: How an Adolescent Audience Makes Meaning from 
T.I.E. NJ (Journal of Drama Australia), 18(2), 55-65. 

Sinclair, C. (2006). Sustained Arts & Education Partnerships Literature Review Draft 2. 
Melbourne: Arts Victoria. 

Smith, R. A. (1999). Justifying Aesthetic Education: Getting It Right. Journal of Aesthetic 
Education, 33(4), 17-28. 



125 
 

Smithrim, K., & Upitis, R. (2005). Learning Through the Arts: Lessons of Engagement. 
Canadian Journal of Education, 28(1&2), 109-127. 

Smyth, L., & Stevenson, L. (2003). You Want to be a Part of Everything. Washington DC: Arts 
Education Partnership. 

Tabachnick, B. G., & Fidell, L. S. (2007). Using multivariate statistics. Boston: Allyn and 
Bacon. 

Taylor, P., Owen, E., Bell, H., & Withnall, S. (2001). Increasing young people's attendances at 
the theatre: a case study in Sheffield, UK. Managing Leisure, 6, 141-153. 

Turner, d. S. (2005). Youth, hope and cultural creatives: possible conceptual connections. 
Youth Studies Australia 24(2), 17-23. 

Turner, V. (1982). From Ritual to Theatre: The Human Seriousness of Play. New York: 
Performing Arts Journal Publications. 

Upright, C. B. (2004). Social Capital and Cultural Participation: Spousal Influences on 
Attendance at Arts Events. Paper presented at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public 
and International Affairs Working Paper Series. Retrieved from 
http://www.princeton.edu/~artspol/workpap/WP32-Upright.pdf 

Upton, M. (2010). Articulating the Theatre Experience: Frames of Response. NJ (Journal of 
Drama Australia), 33(2), 57-66. 

Urian, D. (1998). On Being An Audience: a spectator's guide. In D. Hornbrook (Ed.), On the 
Subject of Drama. London: Routledge. 

Vaughan, T., Harris, J., & Caldwell, B. J. (2011). Bridging the Gap in School Achievement 
through the Arts. Abbotsford: The Song Room. 

Weisz, J. R., Weiss, B., Han, S. S., Granger, D. A., & Morton, T. (1995). Effects of 
psychotherapy with children and adolescents revisited: A meta-analysis of treatment 
outcome studies. Psychological Bulletin(117), 450-468. 

Willis, P. (1990). Common Culture: Symbolic work at play in the everyday cultures of the 
young. Boulder: Oxford University Press. 

Winston, J. (2003). Playing on The Magic Mountain: theatre education and teacher training 
at a children's theatre in Brussels. Research in Drama Education 8(2), 203-216. 

Wreford, G. (2010). Access and Audience Development Research Project: Performing Arts. 
Sydney: Arts Access Australia. 

Wyn, J., & White, R. (1997). RethinkingYouth. St Leonards: Allen and Unwin. 

 

 

  

  



126 
 

Appendix 
Sinclair, C. and Adams, R-J. (2011) Why And With Whom? A Study Of Young People As 
Theatre-Goers In Australia NJ, (Journal of Drama Australia), 34. 

This article is reprinted with permission of Drama Australia. 

Why and with whom? A study of young people as theatre-goers in Australia  
  
Abstract: This article is an overview of the literature informing the four year Australian 
Research Council linkage project, TheatreSpace: Accessing the Cultural Conversation, a large-
scale longitudinal study into young people’s attendance at mainstream theatre. The article 
provides a brief overview of the research project and an examination of a range of the key 
principles which have allowed the researchers access to understanding a complex web of 
data. The article explores the link between the education sector and young people as 
theatre-goers, considering the place of theatre and theatre going in the curriculum, the role 
of teachers as mediators and facilitators of the theatre experience. The question of how 
young people ‘read’ the theatre experience both within and beyond the curriculum is a 
point of particular focus. 

Introduction 
State parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate 
fully in cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of 
appropriate and equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and 
leisure activity. (Article 31,The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child) 

…young people do want to be part of the cultural conversation – they 
embrace it if they have access to appropriate and relevant artistic endeavour. 
They want to use and develop their aesthetic intelligence, to be connected to 
a bigger picture. (Myers, 2003) 

In 2008, a nationally funded research team began a four-year investigation into the theatre 
going experiences of Australian young people, into the factors that invited, sustained and 
deterred engagement with theatre-going as an act of cultural participation. The project was 
specifically designed to look at attitudes to and experiences of young people with a number 
of the major cultural providers in their part of Australia (Victoria, New South Wales and 
Queensland). In other words, this research project was designed to better understand how 
and why young people accessed the ‘cultural conversation’ through theatre going. The study 
is now in its fourth and final year and it is beginning to yield some compelling, confounding 
and at times, unexpected findings. Thousands of young people aged between 14 and 30, 
their teachers, care providers, peers and mentors, theatre professionals, researchers from 
three Universities and their research partners have participated in this study to date. 

There is a growing body of literature about young people and their experiences in attending 
theatre (or not), and in cultural participation (or not). This literature, drawn from Australian 
and international studies, has provided an invaluable springboard into and then beyond the 
research. Interestingly, the understandings drawn from the literature in this field have at 
times been reinforced in this current study, and at other times, confounded. The article 
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provides a brief overview of the research project and an examination of a range of the key 
principles which have allowed the researchers access to understanding a complex web of 
data. In addition, we tease out the link between the education sector and young people as 
theatre-goers, consider the connection between theatre going and the curriculum and the 
role of teachers as mediators and facilitators of the theatre experience, and, interrogate the 
oft-cited assumption that going to the theatre as a school-based excursion lays the 
foundation for subsequent theatre-going, once a young person has left school. The question 
of how young people ‘read’ the theatre experience both within and beyond the curriculum 
is a point of particular focus.  

It is not the purpose of this article to discuss the findings of the TheatreSpace research 
project, which is due to be completed late in 2011. At that time (November, 2011) a 
TheatreSpace symposium, hosted by the Sydney Opera House, will be held to disseminate 
major findings of the study to key participants, interested stakeholders and the general 
public. Rather, this article canvasses some of the ongoing conceptual challenges of the 
research through a review of relevant and current literature gathered from Australia and 
overseas. The writers for this article come from the team of researchers and Chief 
Investigators who have been involved in this study over the past four years. 

Part One - Overview of the Study 

TheatreSpace: Accessing the Cultural Conversation is an Australian Research Council (ARC) 
linkage project in collaboration with the University of Melbourne, the University of Sydney, 
Griffith University and thirteen industry partners. The research aims to investigate the 
responses of young people to works presented by flagship performing arts companies and 
cultural venues in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane. It examines the relationship between 
engagement, arts education, arts participation and familial group participation to current 
and continued arts attendance.  

 The three universities are partnered by flagship performing arts providers in their 
respective states: Arena Theatre, Malthouse Theatre, Melbourne Theatre Company, the Arts 
Centre, all in Victoria;  Bell Shakespeare, Sydney Theatre Company, Sydney Opera House, in 
New South Wales, and the following Queensland based companies, Brisbane Powerhouse, 
Queensland Performing Arts Centre, Queensland Theatre Company, as well as state and 
national arts funding bodies Arts Victoria, Arts NSW and The Australia Council for the Arts. 

TheatreSpace has been designed as a large-scale and longitudinal study in order to 
investigate the responses of young people 14-30 from diverse backgrounds, at school and 
post-school, to productions by the theatre companies and cultural centres mentioned 
above. The research has employed both qualitative and quantitative methods, including a 
three-state questionnaire conducted with young people aged 14-17 in the first year of the 
study. Some participants in this questionnaire continue to be tracked in order to follow their 
patterns of attendance and non-attendance at theatre and other cultural events. 

Since 2008, while investigating young people’s responses to theatre productions by 
prominent and (usually) mainstream performing arts companies, the researchers have been 
examining possible links between young people’s access to cultural production and their 
community connectedness, civic engagement and capacity to participate fully in Australia’s 
cultural and artistic life. This has involved 20 case studies (each a specific performance event 
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in a chosen venue, negotiated with the relevant industry partner). Through focus group and 
individual interviews with young people, their teachers and key theatre industry 
professionals involved in the particular theatre event, the study has looked at the cultural 
choices that young people make or that adults make for them, and young people’s real and 
perceived access to major theatre arts providers, through education and community 
participation.  

This research was prompted by a need and desire of the Australian theatre industry, the arts 
community, policy makers and arts educators to better understand young people’s 
engagement with theatrical performances, and what inhibits or disengages them. One of 
the goals of the study, when completed, will be to provide information for theatre-makers 
and cultural providers to generate relevant and inclusive performances that invite young 
audiences into an active engagement with the cultural and artistic discourse of their society.  

And, in a corollary to this, the research is designed to assist theatre providers with a better 
understanding of how theatrical performances in major cultural centres can be more 
accessible, and how the experiences of young audience members can be more inclusive, 
sustained and meaningful. Another equally important goal is to support the education 
sector – teachers and curriculum designers – in the development of relevant programs and 
policies which will enable them to enrich and enhance the experiences of young people in 
the arts, and specifically theatre.  There has been no previous Australian study of young 
people’s engagement as audience in the context of the broader cultural landscape, and the 
impact of education and community agencies on their access to ‘the cultural conversation’ 
generated by mainstream professional theatre. 

The key research questions are: 

What attracts, engages and sustains young people of school age and post-schooling 
to theatre in major performance venues; why do some young people choose not to 
engage, and what factors might exclude them? 

The conceptual challenges discussed in this article stem from a raft of subsidiary research 
questions which support the key research question: 

 what do we understand about ‘young people’, about ‘young audiences’ and their 
motivations to attend theatre (and possibly other cultural events 

 what are the practices and assumptions that inform cultural providers such as 
theatre companies and major venues, with respect to young audiences 

 who are the gatekeepers to attendance and what is their role? 
 how do young people experience theatre when they do attend and how can this be 

supported through education? 
 

Part Two –Young audiences and reasons for attendance 

The arts play an important part in developing our sense of identity. The arts are 
central to our culture and sense of self and belonging. (Bott, 2004) 
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We began our research with an awareness that the term ‘young audience’ is more of a 
catch-all phrase than a single entity. In our research, for example, more than one 
demographic is represented and even within the categories of ‘school students’ there are 
vast differences in attitudes between a young person of 14 entering Year 9 and an 18 year 
old just about to do their final school exams. We were aware that young people’s attitudes 
towards and experiences of theatrical performances are influenced by critical factors such 
as: 

 education,  

 economic status,  

 family involvement with the arts (cultural capital),  

 geographical location (metropolitan, regional, or rural) and  

 theatre literacy.  
 

We were also aware that ‘youth’ as a usable term to describe our participants was 
becoming increasingly contested in current literature. 

Defining Youth 

Wyn and White (1997) suggest that it is now less productive to consider youth simply in 
terms of age. Rather, they propose that youth ‘is most productively conceptualised as a 
social process in which the meaning and experience of becoming adult is socially mediated’.  
Turner (2005) proposes that the context for such a shift is recognition of rapidly changing 
social conditions impacting the lives of young people. She cites increasing educational 
participation and longer periods of youthful dependency, including living at home (with 
parents) as factors which impinge on the way the term ‘youth’ might be understood (Turner, 
2005:17).  

Commentators writing on the nature of youth participation in the arts draw attention to the 
fundamental societal shifts that have impacted on the expectations for the present and 
future that young people might have (regarding employment, safety, family life and the 
nature of the society they live in) and also on the changing ways in which young people 
experience ‘youth’ (Hunter, 2000; McLean & Richer, 2003; Hughes and Wilson, 2004).  

When Hunter (2000) uses the term ‘youth’, she is using it as a ‘discursive category’ and 
recognises that such a term can suggest ‘newness and innovation’. However, Hunter 
identifies a trend to represent young people as ‘a problem generation’, and this trend 
towards ‘generationalism’ creates an oppositional difference between old and young. Such 
a binary, employed by older people, she suggests, reinforces ‘the hegemony of the 
establishment culture’ (2000:27). For the TheatreSpace research, the discourse around the 
concept of ‘youth’ has implications for the ways in which we understand how young people 
choose to navigate the cultural landscape and how they define themselves in terms of 
cultural participation, identity and belonging.  

This process of interrogating ways in which youth can be defined and understood is useful in 
terms of framing research into young people as theatre audience.  Our study recognises the 
complexity of the 14-30 age group, and seeks, in contrast to many other studies who 
identify just one component of this grouping (e.g. those in education, 12-15 year olds, 18-30 
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year olds, marginalised, ‘at risk’ etc.) to better understand the parameters of 
interrelationships between those who make theatre for different configurations of young 
people, those who facilitate it, and those who do or might attend. How young people are 
defined as a group or set of groups also influences how we understand questions of access 
(Hunter, 2000), identification and even questions of content and form.  

Young Audiences 

A number of Australian studies (Milne, 1998; Hunter, 2001), including recent research 
sponsored by the Australia Council (Costantoura, 2000; Instinct and Reason, 2010)  and NSW 
Ministry for the Arts ( Positive Solutions, 2003) (both partner organisations in the study), 
have found that young people constitute heterogeneous and discriminating audiences. 
Milne (1998) suggests that there is a significant link between the increasing sophistication of 
young audiences and the growth of Drama and Theatre Studies subjects at school. 
Nevertheless, the experience of many mainstream theatre companies is that a significant 
number of young people do not continue to attend theatre beyond their school 
experiences.  

A range of research publications cast light on this issue. For example, a relatively small-scale 
research study conducted for Arts Victoria (another partner organisation in TheatreSpace) 
into the patterns of attendance of 12-17 year olds indicates that young people make a clear 
distinction between activities that represent leisure and activities that represent work, i.e. 
school-related activities (Colmar Brunton, 2004). The research, conducted by Colmar 
Brunton, a leading independent Australian market research agency, also reveals that young 
people prefer leisure activities which emphasise ‘social belonging’ and ‘self-expression’ and 
give a much lower priority to ‘identification with the experiences of others’ and ‘activities 
expressing social status’ such as going to the theatre (2004:14).   

In the context of young people and the theatre, there are striking contrasts between 
those who have some experience of the theatre and those who have not. Views 
expressed by young inexperienced theatre-goers range from concerns about not knowing 
how to behave at the theatre (Cahill & Smith, 2002) and believing that the theatre is a 
place where one must behave like an adult (Colmar Brunton, 2004; Jackson, 1997; Urian, 
1998), to not having any expectations at all about the theatre as a potential source of 
entertainment or cultural expression because it simply wasn’t on ‘the map’.  
 
Not only does prior theatre experience influence the way that young people think about the 
theatre, but other prior life experiences impact on young people both in terms of their 
perceptions of theatre and how they interpret the theatre experience when exposed to it: 

It appears from our limited study that culture, gender, social class, locality, territory 
and prior educational arts experience may be impacting on young people’s reading 
of WHOSE theatre it is. (Cahill & Smith, 2002) 

For some young people, however, attending the theatre engenders a sense of participation 
in the ‘cultural conversation’. As Rose Myers, formerly the Artistic Director of Arena Theatre 
observed, young people want to be ‘connected to a bigger picture’ – assuming that they are 
able to access ‘appropriate and relevant artistic endeavours’ (Myers, 2003). 
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For another group of young people, the peer group dictates that ‘It’s not really cool to go 
to the theatre’ (Taylor et al, 2001:149; Cahill & Smith, 2002). While younger people report 
that for them, the theatre is seen as an adult place, requiring adult codes of behaviour, 
which is a ‘turn-off’ (Jackson, 1997; Colmar Brunton, 2004; Urian, 1998), in contrast young 
people in the 18-25 age bracket are less likely to attend a theatre performance that is 
labelled as ‘for young people’, seeking to identify themselves as adult theatre-goers. 
(Taylor et al., 2001). Theatre companies and cultural providers consider these issues when 
addressing questions of ‘market development’ and sometimes (but not always) 
programming. Clearly the complexities of developing strategies for drawing a youth 
audience into the theatre and then sustaining attendance, beyond the school excursion, 
require a consideration of identity, social and cultural belonging as well as the more 
familiar factors that repeatedly appear in the literature: access, cost, relevance and the 
commercial imperatives of targeted programming. 
 
Influences on youth attendance 
In 1999, 82% of Australians believed the arts were beneficial to the lives of young people, 
and that the arts should be central to the educational experience of young people 
(Costantoura 2000; Barrett et. al. 2003). By 2010 this number had risen to 90% (Instinct and 
Reason, 2010). To date, this has not translated into high or sustained levels of participation 
in the arts as audience members. Factors currently identified as influencing attendance at 
theatre events include: access (physical and cultural), peer group influence, perception of 
relevance and the belief that the theatre requires either ‘adult’ behaviour or prior education 
in the arts in order to understand it (Kolb,1997; Taylor, 2001). Additionally, the role of early 
family-initiated experiences of theatre emerges as significant. 
 
Access is frequently identified as a key factor influencing young people’s attendance at 
theatre. Key concerns relating to access are cost, transportation and location (vis a vis 
regional and rural provision of arts services) (Instinct and Reason, 2010; Colmar Brunton, 
2004; Positive Solutions, 2003). For young people, gaining access to theatre may not 
simply be a matter of using public transport if it is available, but may require adult 
facilitation – providing transport and funds, attending events with the young person, 
giving permission. This is particularly highlighted in rural and regional Australia where 
access to theatre for young people may require travel to a major metropolitan centre, 
amplifying issues of both cost and the need for appropriate transportation. (Colmar 
Brunton, 2004; Positive Solutions, 2003; Cahill and Smith, 2002).  
 
Those young people who fund and transport themselves to the theatre represent only a 
proportion of the potential young audiences targeted in the  recent research into this 
field. They are also a group upon which there has been significantly less research done. 
Two key exceptions here are studies done in the UK by Kolb (1997), and Taylor et 
al.(2001). Both studies consider questions of access to theatre and the inhibiting factor of 
cost. Kolb’s research challenges the assumption frequently made by theatre companies, 
funding bodies and policy makers that cost is the central deterrent to attendance at the 
theatre by young people (Kolb 1997:145). Cost is also cited in Australian studies as a 
reason for non-participation in arts events (Costantoura, 2000; Colmar Brunton, 2004; 
Instinct and Reason, 2010). 
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However, the students that Kolb (1997) surveyed devoted amounts comparable to the cost 
of theatre to other leisure time activities, but then gave cost as the reason for their non-
attendance at the theatre. Further investigation revealed that these young people would be 
more inclined to devote a proportion of their discretionary spending to going to the theatre 
if they felt that they would enjoy it more, and if they felt that this was an experience that 
they could share with their friends. There is an implication underpinning this finding that 
paying for theatre is not only a significant cost, but represents a risk, as the 
product/experience is an unknown, and young people would prefer to target their limited 
resources to something that they are more confident that they will enjoy.  

Research from Kolb (1997) and Taylor et al. (2001) indicates that young people in the 18-
25 year age group are more concerned about whether the theatre event will be of 
interest to them than about other potential deterrents. If the subject matter or the form 
is considered relevant and appropriate to them, then they are more likely to choose to go 
to the theatre. However many young people choose not to go to the theatre for fear that 
it might be boring (Kolb, 1997; Taylor et al, 2001). 
 
Taylor et al (2001) designed their research so that the experience of non-attendees could be 
considered in conjunction with those young people who did attend the theatre.  Those who 
did not attend theatre indicated that cost was an inhibiting factor to their attendance at 
theatre. On closer examination of this response, Taylor et al were able to identify that non-
attendees assumed that ticket prices were higher than they actually were. Two important 
factors were at play here – the perception that theatre would be too expensive for them, 
and a lack of accessible, pertinent information about the theatre event including its cost, 
content and location. 

Gatekeepers to access and attendance 

As we have already noted, higher education and family involvement are identified as two 
key factors associated with higher levels of involvement in the arts and youth attendance at 
theatre.  The presence of an adult who facilitates attendance appears to be a recurrent 
theme for consideration in our study. These significant adults are identified as ‘gatekeepers 
to access and attendance’. However, as with many aspects in this field of research, the 
relationships between gatekeepers and young people are neither simple nor one-
dimensional7.  

Several studies indicate that family support for the arts translates into young people 
continuing to be involved in the arts into adulthood (Costantoura, 2000; Barrett and Smigiel, 
2003). In fact, family involvement seems to have a greater impact on whether a young 
person continues to attend theatre than other experiences, such as attending on a school 
excursion or as a result of curriculum requirements, although there is a notable difference in 
the rates of students attending theatre events and non students as a group in the 18-25 year 
olds (Kolb,1997). 
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Professionals working with young people in teaching, youth work and college 
lecturing have the potential to act as personal intermediaries or as one respondent 
suggested ‘ticket agents – leaders into the arts garden.’  (Taylor et al, 2001:149) 

In three recent Australia Council studies  the role of education and educators in facilitating 
young people’s experiences of the arts (theatre) is highlighted (Costantoura, 2000; Positive 
Solutions, 2004; Instinct and Reason, 2010).  

In these studies, and in similar relevant studies in the UK (Hughes and Wilson, 2004; Taylor 
et al, 2001) the critical role of adult facilitators for positive and ongoing arts experiences of 
young people is explored. These facilitators may be teachers or youth leaders, or youth arts 
practitioners. In many instances, the passion of the adult facilitator for the arts (or theatre in 
particular instances) and their own positive past experiences, are critical factors driving their 
involvement with the promotion of young audiences (Taylor et al., 2001). The question of 
just how educational ‘gatekeepers’ can influence the ways in which a young person ‘reads’ a 
theatre experience and negotiate meanings is a contested one and continues to be a critical 
point of investigation in the TheatreSpace study. This is discussed in Part Three of this article. 
 

Part Three – Experiencing the Theatre Event 

Clearly theatre-going is a learned activity; something that each individual needs to 
internalise in order to be able to concentrate on the performance and become less and less 
self conscious. For all these reasons the experience of being in a theatre audience is always 
going to be largely about something very different than simply sitting down and watching a 
play. (Reason, 2004) 

In this section of the article we consider two contrasting and sometimes complementary 
dimensions of the question, ‘how do young people experience the theatre event?’ We describe 
these as the social experience and the school experience. As we begin to draw the threads of the 
research together in its final year, we become increasingly aware of the importance of developing 
and deepening our understanding of the various ways in which young people experience theatre as 
a cultural and social event.  We also have an increasing appreciation of the ways in which this study 
may be useful for adults involved in the theatre-going experiences of young people, in particular 
the ways in which teachers are involved in the mediating of the theatre experiences that they also 
facilitate8. UK scholar Matthew Reason has provided useful new understandings of young people as 
theatre-goers with his recent work in this field. 

The social experience  

… our experience of live theatre is governed by a complex set of cultural values and social 
codes, often implied, unconscious and unspoken.(Reason, 2010) 

When young people attend theatre within social contexts, they draw on a range of prior 
experiences to inform their theatre going. For some, the familial heritage of theatre-going 
can be transformational. Often, their past experiences with family theatre going prompt 

                                                      
8
 A series of upcoming papers to be published by the TheatreSpace research team, address the associated 

notions of ‘liveness’, ‘engagement’ and theatre literacy, and further develop the issues canvassed in this 
section. 
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them to initiate theatre going with friends. It appears that these past experiences have 
given young people ‘theatre confidence’ upon which they build as they construct meanings 
of new theatre-going experiences. This concept of confidence as it applies to theatre going, 
while implied in some of the relevant literature in the field, is something we intend to 
develop further when we begin to publish findings from the research 

What is less clear is to what extent they rely upon a ‘theatre literacy’ or ‘technical language’ 
of theatre and knowledge they have gained at school, to mediate the constructions of 
meaning in these social experiences of theatre, or whether they more freely access what 
Matthew Reason, drawing on the work of Adorno, describes as the ‘languages of pleasure 
and experience’. Reason suggests that these ‘languages’ are employed to construct and 
articulate meanings as much as the ‘technical talk’ which is conventionally seen to provide 
the tools to understanding the experience.  

In his own small but significant study of young people responding to a theatre experience in 
the UK, Reason (2004) pinpoints the ways in which young people without any prior exposure 
of the theatre come to the theatre experience with a set of expectations. He comments on 
the ways in which these expectations are confounded or confirmed, which directly 
influences how the young person engages with the theatre experience. 

In developing his principle of expectation, Reason (2004) identifies a phenomenon he 
describes as an expectation of entitlement. It appears, according to his research, that some 
young people see themselves as apart from the audience, while others seek out a theatre-
going experience so that they can be part of the audience (Reason, 2006:230). This seems to 
suggest that there is a complex layering of prior ‘cultural capital’, class and access in the 
development of confidence and efficacy in cultural participation and, young people 
continuing to go to the theatre.  

‘Liveness’  

The notion of ‘liveness’ is another significant quality in the theatre experience that Reason 
(2004, 2006) and other researchers (Barker, 2003; Prendergast, 2004) identify as important 
to young people. Many young people describe the visceral quality of the live event, the 
experience of being up close, of seeing the actor, ‘in the flesh’. Other notable aspects of this 
relate to sharing the ‘liveness’ with other members of the audience and with the actors on 
stage. The audience is part of the event and there is an interdependence between 
performers and audience (in contrast to seeing a movie, in which the performers are not 
impacted by the audience). The audience member can respond in the moment and the 
performers are aware of them. Associated with this is the appreciation that the live event is 
particular to that moment. Again, in contrast to a film, theatre is ephemeral. This sharing of 
a unique experience heightens the sense of social belonging for the theatre going group. As 
Reason explains: 

the real presence of the actors, the danger of something going wrong, the risk of missing 
something all provide an urgency to the situation, increasing levels of tension and potential 
discord within the audience. Like the complex realness of the live actors, so is the theatre 
audience a heightened, intense and peculiarly real environment. (Reason, 2006:240) 

The school experience  
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Students attending theatre in school groups bring a very diverse range of prior knowledge 
with them into the theatre event, from those who have been attending theatre since a 
young age with family members or as part of their cultural heritage (eg regional students 
with parents involved in local amateur theatre), to those for whom the first visit to the 
theatre occurs when they are taken by their teacher. Here, we consider the question of how 
the teacher might ‘scaffold’ meaning-making for their students when they experience a 
theatre event. We look at the specific issue of ‘theatre literacy’9 and identify some of the 
elements which may contribute to meaning-making for young people.  

 The significance of a good story  
Theatre educator David Urian argues strongly in his work on educating young audiences, 
that the significance of story and plot continues to be valid with this demographic of 
potential theatre-goers. According to Urian, it is likely that the majority of those who go 
to the theatre still expect a ‘good story’ (1998:138). 

 Dramatic languages and theatre literacy  
One of the pivotal themes to emerge from the literature about curriculum and young 
people as theatre-goers, is the role of dramatic languages (Grady, 2000; Prendergast, 
2004; Milne, 1998). The principle that accessibility to performance is not simply a 
question of physical access to the theatre, but lies in the audience’s ability to construct 
meaning from the theatre experience, is central to many discussions of audience 
development put forward by both Grady(2000) and Prendergast (2004). Grady for 
example, seeks to provide a framework for analysis that enables students to engage 
with performance from both within and beyond their prior set of cultural and theatrical 
reference points. She explores the possibility of assisting students to develop theatrical 
languages that can accommodate cultural and theatrical diversity (Grady, 2000:144-
159). 

The acquisition of a discipline-specific language of the theatre is considered by many 
commentators (Whitmore,1998; Aston & Savona, 1991) as the key to a meaningful 
experience of the theatre. This is particularly evident with a youth audience, for whom a 
lack of prior theatre experience or curriculum related preparation can translate into an 
alienating audience experience. For those young people for whom theatre is ‘not on the 
map’ the acquisition of ‘theatre literacy’ or ‘theatre confidence’ can provide a step 
towards a meaningful engagement in the unfamiliar terrain of a mainstage theatre 
event.  

Some Implications for Australian education 

With the eventual roll-out of the Arts in the second phase of the National Curriculum, the 
place of drama in schooling across Australia is assured in the coming years, although 
changes in emphasis and implementation are to be expected. We believe that the 
implications emerging from the TheatreSpace study may be significant for Drama education 
providers, particularly when the National Curriculum begins to impact on the final two years 
of schooling. At present, there is an expectation or a requirement in all Australian 
performing arts senior curricula (drama, dance, music) that students attend a live 
performance and that this is seen as a core component of understanding the art form. 

                                                      
9
 Forthcoming article Theatre Literate in the TheatreSpace, Burton, B. et al.  
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There are conflicting views about the role that curriculum based Drama and Theatre Studies 
play in the development of young audiences. Milne (1998) suggests that the increasing 
exposure that young people have had to drama and theatre through schooling, and the 
associated acquisition of greater theatre literacy, have contributed to the change in 
audience expectation and response to theatre for young people.  

In Australians and the Arts, Costantoura (2000) speculates that the reason for Australians 
having a somewhat less than positive view of the arts is a result of the failure of ‘the formal 
education system, principally at primary and high school level, to adequately teach the arts 
to Australian children’ (Costantoura, 2000:64).  The report recommends that artists should 
work closely with teaching professionals to develop a range of ‘relevant and interesting 
curricula’, a proposition which O’Brien challenges, suggesting that Costantoura is taking a 
paternalistic attitude to the relationship between artists and educators (O’Brien, 2003:9). 
There is considerable scope for further exploration of this complex, potentially fraught 
intersection between two of the central stakeholders in the development of an 
understanding of young people as audience. The TheatreSpace Symposium at the Sydney 
Opera House in November, 2011 will bring these key stakeholders together with the 
research team and with young people to participate in the culmination of this exciting and 
challenging discussion. 

Conclusion 

Landmark studies (Brice Heath, 1999; Fiske, 1999; Catterall,  2002; Deasy, 2002; CAPE, 2005; 
Costantoura, 2000) have identified the critical role that participation in the arts can play in 
enhancing the wellbeing of young people and by implication the wellbeing of the 
communities in which they live. This research aims to provide educators and theatre 
providers with a better understanding of how theatrical performances in major cultural 
centres can be more accessible, and how the experiences of young audience members can 
be more inclusive, sustained and meaningful. It is anticipated that such an enhanced 
understanding will increase the educators’ and providers’ capacity to support young 
people’s access to theatre, their capacity to engage and sustain their involvement in live 
performance, thus extending the possible ways in which young people can gain the benefits 
already associated with other forms of arts participation:   

Education in the arts, as both producers and viewers, and the 
maintenance of the skills that we learn, therefore takes on crucial value 
as facilitating a means by which civic purpose might be expressed. 
(Bentley, 2004) 
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TheatreSpace Pre-Show Audience Survey Data Report 
Dr Helen Klieve, Griffith University 

 

A survey of 1,650 audience participants in TheatreSpace Performances was undertaken 
during 2010 in Eastern States (ie Victoria, NSW and Queensland). 

This collected information on the demographics of respondents and also information on 
their levels of participation in a range of activities (including music, drama and sport) and 
also on the reasons behind their attendance at the particular performance including who 
they attended with. 

This report provides an overview of the information collected. 

Profile of Participants 

Of the 1,650 audience members sampled the majority were female (1,120, 68.3% – note 
that 10 respondents did not provide gender), 24 (1.5%) were Aboriginal, and 5 (.3%) were 
Torres Strait Islanders.   

The majority of participants 1,263, (77.2%) spoke only English, with the main other language 
spoken (n>10) being Arabic (n=47), Cantonese (n=18), Chinese (n=32), Cantonese (18), 
Vietnamese (34), Mandarin (13),  French (n=12), Italian (n=12).  A more detailed discussion 
of this factor is provided below. 

While the request for date of birth was responded to by most participants, a valid date of 
birth was only recorded by 978 participants (see Figure 1) with this showing the greater 
majority of respondents were less than 30 years of age10. 

 

Figure 1   Age of respondents (n=978) 

                                                      
10

 This is an estimate based on age between that stated and January 2011 – thus will also vary by time of the survey 
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From Figure 2 the identified study levels of participants are presented - included High School 
students ((28.9% years 11-12) and University students (20.5% including Tertiary drama) and 
those not studying (249 or around 15%).   

 

 

Figure 2 Showing the level of study of respondents 

Given the incomplete data on age the relationship between age, where provided, and 
identified level of study, was considered (see Figure 3), indicating 3 age distribution of 
participants – school students  (average age= 16.6 years), tertiary students (average age 
22.9 years) and those not studying ( 25.4 years). This discrimination has been used to 
compare motivation in further analyses as it provides some separation by age and activity 
for most of those sampled.   
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Figure 3  Age  distribution of respondents by form of study (3 groups) 

Gender is another factor of particular importance.  As can be seen from Figure 4 the 
patterns of gender by study levels are relatively similar between males and females. 

 

 

Figure 4  The distribution of respondents by Gender and State 

Locality of respondents 

Large samples were obtained from each state with, of the 1,508 that were identified by 
State, 607 respondents from NSW (40.3%), 491 from Queensland (32.6%) and 410 (27.2%) 
from Victoria.  Table 1 shows the top 20 Postcodes of respondents by State with a full list in 
appendix 1. 

 

Table 1 Showing, by State, the 20 most frequent postcode/suburbs or respondents.# 

Queensland Freq   NSW Freq   Victoria Freq 

Carseldine  20   Illawong  58   Colac  21 

Sandgate  14   Chester Hill  48   Castlemaine  19 

Charters Towers  13   Fairfield  41   Kew  16 

Fortitude Valley  13   Erina Heights  30   Mount Eliza  16 

South Brisbane  13   Guildford  26   Glen Waverley  12 

Sunnybank Hills  12   Concord  20   Arthurs Seat  9 

Enoggera  11   Abbotsford  12   Barongarook  9 

Stafford  11   Cabramatta  11   Camberwell  9 
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Wynnum  11   Croydon  10   Balwyn  8 

Algester  10   Bamarang  9   Carlton  8 

Cannon Hill  10   Granville  9   Preston  8 

Carindale  10   Lansdowne  9   Balnarring  7 

Clayfield  10   Mount Druitt  8   Surrey Hills  7 

Eight Mile Plains  10   Enmore  7   Fitzroy North  6 

Lutwyche  10   Glenrock  7   Sunbury  6 

Milton  10   Spring Hill  7   Canterbury  5 

New Farm  10   Ashfield  6   Mount Martha  5 

Gordon Park  9   Birrong  6   Rowville  5 

Centenary Heights  8   Croydon Park  6   St Kilda  5 

Corinda  8   Lane Cove  6   Albert Park  4 
# Note Suburb has been identified from postcode but in many cases is one of several options. 

While level of study offers one  reason for varying patterns of behaviour, it is apparent (see 
Figure 5) that the participation patterns different markedly across states, with around half 
of High School respondents being from NSW while the majority of those not studying were 
Queensland respondents.  The sample from Victoria  includes a relatively even sample 
across the 3 groups. 

 

Figure 5  Respondents by study level and state 
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Language spoken – patterns across study levels and state 

 

Respondents were asked whether they spoke a language other than English at home. 

Most respondents (n=1025, 74.9%) indicated that English was the only language spoken at 
home.  Of those that indicated another language was spoken, 344 gave further details.  152 
respondents (9.2%) provided no response. 

This section provides extensive details of the language spoken at home overall and also by 
State and by level of study (ie High School, Tertiary or “Not Studying”).  From Figure 6 it is 
apparent that while for around 20% of respondents English is either not spoken at home or 
is not the main language used, this differs markedly by State.  In Queensland over 90% of 
respondents indicated English while for NSW almost 40% of respondents indicated another 
language as the main on spoken at home. 

  

 
Figure 6 Language spoken, whether English/Other, by State 

Where other language was indicated, further details were requested from respondents.  
This led to a larger number of languages being indicated.  Figure 7 provides a summary of 
the main languages referred to.  It should be noted that in this some grouping was 
undertaken, particularly for small groups (eg Islander includes Samoans, Tongans and Maori 
(1 Cook Islander the other unstated location).   
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Figure 7 Key languages/or national areas of respondents who indicated another language 
was also spoken 

The complete listing of languages provided is summarised by State (Table 2) with this 
demonstrating marked differences by State.  For example while 44 Arabic speakers were 
noted in the sample, these were mostly from the NSW performances, as were the greater 
majority of Vietnamese respondents. 

 

Table 2 Showing the frequency of languages by State for those that identified a language other than English also spoken 
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French 4 4 4 12 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Chinese

Arabic

Vietnamese

Eastern European

Spanish

French

Italian

Indian Region

Islander

Asian

Greek

Polish

German

Lebanese

Hindi

Korean

Indonesian

Karen/Burmese

Scandanavian Lang

Persian

European L

Africian

Aboriginal

Kymer

Portugese

Hebrew
N

u
m

b
e
r

Other Language



145 
 

German 0 2 3 5 

Greek 0 2 5 7 

Hebrew 2 0 0 2 

Hindi 2 4 1 7 

Indonesian 0 3 2 5 

Italian 2 8 2 12 

Jamaican 0 1 0 1 

Karen 0 6 0 6 

Khmer 0 3 0 3 

Korean 0 5 1 6 

Krio 0 1 0 1 

Kunwinjku 0 0 1 1 

Kurdish, Turkish 0 1 0 1 

Lao 0 2 0 2 

Latvian 0 0 1 1 

Lebanese 0 6 0 6 

Macedonian 1 4 0 5 

Malay 1 0 0 1 

Maltese 0 1 0 1 

Mandarin 1 8 4 13 

Maori 0 0 1 1 

Norwegian 1 0 0 1 

Only Mum 0 1 0 1 

Persian 0 2 0 2 

Pig Latin 0 1 0 1 

Polish 0 4 2 6 

Portuguese 1 0 1 2 

Punjabi 0 2 0 2 

Russian 1 2 1 4 

Samoan 0 5 0 5 

Serbian 3 3 1 7 

Sindhi 1 0 0 1 

Slovak 0 0 1 1 

Spanish 3 4 2 9 

Swedish 1 0 1 2 

Tagalog 1 3 0 4 

Tamil 0 2 0 2 

Tongan 0 5 0 5 

Turkish 0 2 1 3 

Urdu 0 1 0 1 

Vaunuatuan 0 0 1 1 

Vietnamese 0 33 1 34 

 

It is also of interest to consider what level this group are in regard to study (see Figure 8), 
with the highest level of non-English associated with High School students.  While the 
reason behind attendance at performances will be discussed later in the report, it should be 
noted that, in the case of High School students, all such students were either attending a 
school excursion; studying the actual text of the performance; or reported that they were 
generally studying theatre (many giving all of these reasons).   Thus, the use of the 3 levels 
of study in this section allows the identification of all high school students whose 
attendance is associated with either formally or informally school related.  
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Figure 8 Distribution of English/Other language by level of study. 

Given the recognized state based differences, this perspective is also presented by State 
(Figure 9) from which it is apparent that most of the non-English speaking respondents were 
firstly from NSW but also currently school students.  Details of the actual languages spoken, 
by State, are provided in Table 3. 
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Figure 9 Showing the patterns of "Other Language" by State (a - c) and Level of Study, for 
(a) Queensland; (b) NSW; and (c) Victoria. 
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Table 3 Showing, for those speaking a language other than English at home, that language, by study patterns 

  High 
School 

Post School 
Study 

Not 
Studying 

Total 

Arabic 42 3 3 48 

Vietnamese 30 5 2 37 

Chinese 23 8 2 33 

Cantonese 13 4 2 19 

French 2 7 8 17 

Italian 10 4 0 14 

Mandarin 11 3 0 14 

Spanish 4 3 4 11 

Serbian 7 2 0 9 

Greek 6 1 1 8 

German 4 3 0 7 

Hindi 7 0 0 7 

Lebanese 5 0 2 7 

Polish 2 5 0 7 

Indonesian 3 3 0 6 

Karen 6 0 0 6 

Korean 6 0 0 6 

Bosnian 5 0 0 5 

Macedonian 4 0 1 5 

Samoan 5 0 0 5 

Russian 3 0 1 4 

Swedish 2 2 0 4 

Tagalog 4 0 0 4 

Tongan 4 0 0 4 

Afrikaans 2 1 0 3 

Croatian 3 0 0 3 

Khmer 3 0 0 3 

Turkish 3 0 0 3 

Aboriginal 2 0 0 2 

Bengali 0 2 0 2 

Bulgarian 1 1 0 2 

Burmese 2 0 0 2 

Fillipino 2 0 0 2 

Hebrew 1 0 1 2 

Lao 2 0 0 2 

Maori 2 0 0 2 

Persian 2 0 0 2 

Portuguese 1 1 0 2 

Punjabi 1 1 0 2 

Tamil 2 0 0 2 

Albanian 1 0 0 1 

Asian 1 0 0 1 

Assyrian 1 0 0 1 

Cambodian 1 0 0 1 

Dari 1 0 0 1 

Dutch 0 1 0 1 

Farsi, Pashto 1 0 0 1 

Finnish (& English mostly) 1 0 0 1 

Jamaican 0 1 0 1 

Japanese 0 1 0 1 



149 
 

Krio 1 0 0 1 

Kunwinjku 1 0 0 1 

Kurdish, Turkish 1 0 0 1 

Latvian 0 0 1 1 

Malay 0 1 0 1 

Maltese 1 0 0 1 

Norwegian 0 1 0 1 

Only Mum 1 0 0 1 

Pig Latin 1 0 0 1 

Sindhi 1 0 0 1 

Slovak 0 1 0 1 

Thai 1 0 0 1 

Urdu 1 0 0 1 

Vanuatuian 1 0 0 1 
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Respondent’s activities 

To better understand the audience and their interests in this and other Drama 
performances, as well as interest and involvement in other cultural and social activities a 
range of questions sought further details.  The following section documents those 
responses.   

Drama activities 

This section looks at the level of involvement in drama groups that was undertaken by the 
audience sampled.  Table 4 summarises the activities undertaken with almost 50% involved 
at some level with High School Drama being the most frequent (31.7%).   

 

Table 4 Showing the number (%) who identified with each activity (note participants could identify more than 1 
involvement) 

Drama Activity Number %  

Speech & Drama Certificate 44 2.7  
Church Drama Group 18 1.1  
Commercial Acting Classes 38 2.4  
Youth Theatre 39 2.4  
High School Drama Group 510 31.7  
TAFE/Uni Drama Group 53 3.3  
Other 120 7.5  
No Involvement 900 56.0  

 

This data was then recoded to reflect more active involvement through the use of a 
“multiple involvement” category (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 10  Drama activities in which Audience members were involved 

There was a high level of identified participation in Drama groups/activities by audience 
members, as summarised in Table 4, with 44.0% of the audience identifying some 
participation including formal study (eg Speech and Drama Certificate), involvement through 
School.  Quite a number of the audience reported very active involvement in Drama 
activities with 65 participants (3.9%) reporting multiple involvements – for example: 
Commercial classes & Youth Theatre (n=4); 33 of those in High School Drama also reported 
other activities (eg 19  were also in commercial classes).  Interestingly, of the 18 involved in 
a Church drama group, only 4 reported this as their only involvement. 

Note that there were 6 respondents who indicated they were “Not Studying” who were 
involved in Drama activities – reflecting a strong interest or activities that were not 
perceived as “study” but perhaps participation. 

The patterns by gender were very similar with, for example 4.0% of males having multiple 
involvement and 3.9% of females showing this level. 

Participation in cultural or entertainment activities 

Figure 11 shows active participation by many respondents across a range of activities, with 
over 50% reporting some level of participation in playing a musical instrument; singing; 
drama; video games or sport – with the last 2 showing the highest level of participation 
(64.0% and 72.1% respectively). 
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Figure 11   Showing the proportion of respondents who indicated participation in the 
included activities (% of total group for each item) 

 

Table 5 provides a more detailed picture of such involvement through the identified 
frequency of such activities: 

 

Table 5  Showing the frequency (% ) by activity of undertaking cultural and sporting activities 
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The level of frequency is summarised in Figure 12 which shows, for each activity, the % that 
indicate an at least weekly involvement – with singing, drama and sports all being rated as 
activities undertaken “at least” weekly. 
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Figure 12  Showing the proportion of those identifying as involved in  a range of activities 
who indicate “at least” weekly participation 

While participation in drama was very similar by gender (52.7% of males to 53.7% females) 
this was not the case for all activities. The main activities in which there was a gender 
difference were singing (44.8% of males to 54.0% females); dancing (37.9% of males to 
53.4% females);  video games  (80.4% of males to 56.3% females); and sport (78.7% of males 
to 69.2% females)  

It also is interesting to consider how many activities (ie only 1 or several) were undertaken.  
Figure 13 summarises the overall number of identified activities were undertaken by those 
at High School; in post-school study; and those not studying.  
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Figure 13 The number of defined activities in which respondents were involved, by level of 
study. 

This shows a slightly higher level of activity by high school students with over 20% of High 
School students undertaking at least 8 of the 9 activities compared to 16% of Post School  
and 13% of those not studying.  The patterns by gender were very similar with, for example, 
25.3% of males participating in 7 or more activities compared to 25.7% of females. 

Audience participation 

Respondents were also asked to comment on their participation, at an “audience level”, in a 
number of major activity areas (Figure 14) with more specific detail (eg types of music) 
requested in later questions:   

 

Figure 14 Participation in key activity areas 

The most frequent activity in which respondent’s participants were involved in was film – 
with 83.6% reporting some involvement in an audience over the past year.  This contrasts to 
far lower participation in a TV Studio Audience (19.0%) or a Circus (30.0%).  Comedy shows 
and sport both recorded moderate levels of participation (46.3% and 41.5% respectively).  
As can be seen from Figure 15 there was little difference in participation patterns by gender. 
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Figure 15 Audience participation by event and gender 

Turning to the frequency of participation, films again showed the highest level (see Table 6) 
with 76.9% of those involved in viewing films reporting a frequency of  more than 4 times 
annually (thus 1,060 people).  Circus participation appeared low both on overall 
involvement and frequency, with only 3.6% of those that reported being in an audiences 
recording a frequency of more than 4 times annually (thus n=18). 

Table 6  Frequency of audience participation (% of those who attend) in cultural and social events 
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Figure 16 indicates the proportion of respondents who actually have attended each type of 
activity: with the most frequency noted being Films, Plays, Musicals, music festivals music 
concerts,  comedy shows, sport, pub bands and youth theatre. 
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Figure 16 Documenting the proportion of the sample who have attended each of the 
activities. 

Figure 17 then shows the average frequency of attendance (1: 1-2 times per year to 3: > 4 
times per year) where the items with the highest rate of attendance were film attendance 
followed by pub bands, other music activities, plays and sport. Thus of those that do attend 
films the very high average frequency of attendance of 2.65 suggests that most respondents 
attended some performances 3-4 times or more frequently, annually. 

Thus it is clear that, while films are both the most commonly and also most frequently 
attend event, there is a marked difference between level and rank of other activities.  It also 
is likely that the reason for the highest ranking of Films would relate to the availability, 
variability and also price.  
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Figure 17  Average frequency of performance attendance (on a 1-3 scale) of those who 
identified as attending each item 

Why THIS Performance? 

Respondents were also asked to comment on why they attended this particular 
performance. 

From Figure 18, by far the most frequent reason for attendance at this particular 
performance was that it was a part of a school excursion (51%).  
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Figure 18  Identified factors that led to respondents attending this particular performance 

From Figure 19 it is apparent that the motivation to attend this performance for those at 
High School is dominated by school activities (ie a school excursion, studying the text or 
theatre at school) with the reasons quite different for the other groups.  Those post-school 
students were most likely to be attending out of general interest in theatre. 

 

Figure 19  Reasons for attending THIS performance by Study level 

“Other” responses were re-coded into main themes (Figure 20) with these providing 
additional clarification. 

 

 
Figure 20 Showing themes of additional reasons provided for attending the performance 
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Thus while being there because of a Uni or School excursion again dominated some of the 
specific comments showed great interest and enjoyment: 

Graduation present 

Heard it was amazing and was bought the ticket by my mum. 

Listen to CD all the time 

Love Bell/Shakespeare - no one else in Aus really does it! 

Interested in the lead actor 

Love Nick Cave 

Love Musicals 

Obsessed with the Wizard of Oz 

Member of QTC - Season Ticket 

 

Who did the respondent attend the performance with? 

 

Figure 21 Who the respondent attended the performance with 

Attendance at the theatre was generally with either friends/family or with a school/uni 
excursion – with numerous respondents citing both reasons (Figure 21).  While a very small 
number of respondents indicated they had no choice in attendance (either with parents or 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

On my own

Parents

Grandparents

Siblings

Friends

Neighbours

CommunityGroup

SchoolGroup

Others



160 
 

as a part of an excursion) most suggested this was a pleasant experience in the company of 
friends – including those with whom they study.   

Profiling Cultural and Sporting Involvement and Participation  

An issue of interest is the relationship between respondents identified involvements (ie in 
drama, singing, sport) and their participation in activities (from theatre and music to sport). 

Before exploring this issue further it must be acknowledged that the sample is a very “self 
selected” on – in that we are asking people who have chosen to attend a drama 
performance for their views.  Particularly when one wishes to consider how much those 
who are active in sports are interested in, or participate in more cultural activities we have 
to recognise that any accurate assessment would need to also include those who don’t 
attend drama performances, and consider whether those that attended a performance are 
in fact representative of the broader group. 

Initial data exploration identifies a few patterns.  Thus 62.6% (740) of the 1,189 who 
reporting participating in sport also participated in Drama activities.  Similarly of the 880 
participants who reported being involved in Drama activities 740 of these also reported 
being involved in sport (84%) 

There appears quite a high level of common activity – with 73.0% of those reporting doing 
sport at least weekly also reporting doing drama on the same frequency.  Similarly of those 
reporting very low levels of sporting participation (ie once every 6months or annually) 
31.5% had a similarly low level of participation in drama activities. 

It should be noted that the data collected is very extensive (ie 8 areas of possible 
participation in the last 12 months (Q8) and then extensive detail on audience involvement 
through options in questions 9-12).  To look at this data an initial summary table has been 
used followed by a range of examples selected to demonstrate different comparisons.  It 
should be noted that there are many ways this data can be selected and considered, 
however an initial assessment suggests that fairly similar patterns occur across many of the 
options (eg across many forms of theatre against sport participation) and thus the range of 
examples give a feel of what respondents are communicating about their involvements. 

Overview of link between involvement (Q8) and participation (Q9-Q12) 

To give an overview perspective the responses to questions in Q8 and Q9 were recoded so 
they presented a 0/1 option (ie 0: didn’t undertake activity or participate in the audience; or 
1: was involved to some level either in the activity or at an event).  While this provides a 
simplification of the responses, with no account taken of level of involvement, it does allow 
a summary to be developed using a 2 way frequency table and an associated “Odds Ratio” 
11– allowing the identification of whether there is a significant pattern and also the 
interpretation of this pattern. 

Thus in Table 7 below we see the frequency of respondents in Participating in Drama 
activities (Q8d) and attendance in the audience at Sport events (Q9e). 

                                                      
11

 The “Odds Ratio” is a tool frequently used in epidemiology to provide an interpretation of a 2x2 crosstabulation – giving the capacity to 

comment on the likelihood of an outcome in those exposed to a situation.  In this case we can comment on the likelihood of those 
“exposed” to a level of participation having an “outcome” – in this case  attending an event in the audience. 
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Table 7 Two way frequency table comparing patterns of participation in Drama (Q8) and in a Sports audience (Q9) 

 Doesn’t attend Sport Attends Sport Total 

Doesn’t participate in Drama 523 247 770 

Does Participate in Drama 443 437 880 

Total 966 684 1650 

 

Analysis of this pattern firstly shows a highly significant relationship between the 2 aspects 
(Chi Squared= 52.302, df=1, p<.000) ie participation in Drama and attending Sporting events.  
Further we can conclude that there is some level of relationship between participant in 
Drama and the likelihood of attending a Sports event with those who do participate in 
Drama 2.089 times more likely to also attend a sports event (Odds Ratio=2.089, 95% CI 
1.709:2.553).  This pattern seems to align with the observations from above, that those with 
greater levels of involvement in cultural or sporting activities also appear to have broader 
overall participation in events. It should be noted that while this is giving an interpretation 
of direction of the relationship it DOES NOT indicate how common such activities are, with 
examples of such differences provided and discussed below. 

Table 8  provides a summary of the Odds Ratio of assessments done on all items in Q8 
against those in Q9.  From this a clearer picture emerges.  Thus, while there does appear to 
be heightened activity of those that participate (Q8)  to audience involvement in a range of 
activities, it is also apparent that such activity (shown in Q9 responses) is more likely to be 
directed to “preferred” activities.  Thus, for example, those that participate in sport are, of 
all activities, most likely to attend sporting events (in fact 3.99 times as likely than those that 
don’t).  And those that are involved in Film Making activities are very much more likely (with 
an Odds Ratio of 8.03) to be involved in a TV audience – even though the overall reported 
participation in TV audiences is very low! 

What this shows is the “odds ratio” of a set of relationships – ie 40 (8x5) individual tests 
looking at the relationship between whether a respondent did/did not participate in a 
specific activity in the last 12 months and the associated likelihood that they have been an 
audience member in a range of activities in the last 12 months. 
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Table 8 Summary of Odds Ratio assessments for paired tests between Q8 and Q9 participation/attendance responses 

  Q9 – Activities in which respondent was an audience member in past year 

Q
8
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p
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ti
ci

p
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 in
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 la

st
 1

2
 m

o
n

th
s  Films Comedy Circus TV Audience Sport 

Musical 
Instrument 

2.56 2.32 2.81 3.86 1.97 

Singing 3.24 3.58 4.19 5.33 2.12 

Dancing 2.84 3.14 4.36 6.58 2.39 

Drama 2.82 2.28 4.03 4.90 2.09 

Film Making 2.82 3.37 4.81 8.03 2.85 

Video Games 1.68 1.77 2.31 4.28 2.34 

Sport 2.31 1.72 2.77 3.36 3.99 

Community & 
Religious 
Events 

2.16 2.31 3.42 6.59 2.56 

Examples of Participation and Audience Attendance 

This section provides examples, through 2 way frequency tables, of a number of situations – 
selected from items in Q8 (Participation) and Q9-Q12 (Audience participation).  Each table 
documents number of respondents in each situation along with Row % (R %: thus 
distribution of audience participation outcomes for each Participation (Q8) situation), and 
Column % (C%: thus distribution of Participation (Q8) outcomes for each Audience 
participation option).  The associated Odds Ratio for each table is also noted, including 
those not tabulated in Table  

Drama and Sport 

The relationship between Participation in Drama and Attending Sports events is summarised 
in Table 9.   

Table 9 Comparing the frequency between participating in drama (Q8) and in the audience for a sport function (Q9)  

 Frequency of Attending (Q9) a Sport Event 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 
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n
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A
ct
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s 

(Q
8

) 

Weekly+ 345 
54.7% 

149 
23.6% 

80 
12.7% 

57 
9.0% 

631 
100%    R 
38.2%   C 

Fortnightly 7 
41.2% 

3 
17.6% 

7 
41.2% 

0 
0% 

17 
100%    R 
1.0%     C 

Monthly 16 
48.5% 

5 
15.2% 

8 
24.2% 

4 
12.1% 

33 
100%    R 
2.0%     C 

Yearly 75 
37.7% 

72 
36.2% 

32 
16.1% 

20 
10.1% 

199 
100%    R 
12.1%   C 

No response 523 148 74 25 770 
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67.9% 19.2% 9.6% 3.2% 100%    R 
46.7%   C 

Total 966 
58.5% 

377 
22.8% 

201 
12.2% 

106 
6.4% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

Highlights: 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 2.09 in Table 8 – thus those who do participate 
in drama activities are twice more likely to go to sports events as an audience member than 
those that don’t participate. 

54.5% of those that were very active in drama reported no attendance at sport events 

Respondents appeared to be mainly very active or have no involvement ie 38% at least 
weekly or 47% no response/participation 

People who were very active in Drama also indicated some participation in sport with 57 
respondents (9.0%) of those that were involved in drama at least weekly also indicating the 
highest level of participation in sports audiences. 

However, 770 respondents (46%) indicated NO involvement in Drama, and 966 indicated NO 
audience attendance at sport events. 
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Music and sport 

The relationship between playing a musical instrument and Attending Sports events is 
summarised in Table 10. 

Table 10 Comparing the frequency between playing a musical instrument (Q8) and attending sport functions in the 
audience (Q9).  

 Frequency of Attending (Q9) a Sport Event 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 
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(Q
8
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Weekly+ 270 
56.6% 

118 
24.7% 

54 
11.3% 

35 
7.3% 

477 
100%    R 
28.9%   C 

Fortnightly 35 
50.0% 

17 
24.3% 

10 
14.3% 

8 
11.4% 

70 
100%    R 
4.2%     C 

Monthly 36 
50.7% 

20 
28.2% 

11 
15.5% 

4 
5.6% 

71 
100%    R 
4.3%     C 

Yearly 101 
40.2% 

79 
31.5% 

38 
15.1% 

33 
13.1% 

251 
100%    R 
15.2%   C 

No response 524 
67.1% 

143 
18.3% 

88 
11.3% 

26 
3.3% 

781 
100%    R 
47.3%   C 

Total 966 
58.5% 

377 
22.8% 

201 
12.2% 

106 
6.4% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

 

Highlights 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 1.97 in Table 8 – thus those who do play a 
musical instrument are almost twice as likely to go to sports events as an audience member 
than those that don’t. 

Those playing an instrument appear to have a less intense involvement than drama students 
in sport 

However, 781 respondents also noted NO participation in Playing an instrument and 966 
indicated NO participation at sports events. 
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Sport – as both participant and audience 

The relationship between Participation in Sport and Attending Sports events is summarised 
in Table 11. 

Table 11   Comparing the frequency between playing Sport (Q8) and attending sport functions in the audience (Q9).  

 Frequency of Attending (Q9) a Sporting function 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 

Fr
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u
en
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f 
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ti

ci
p

at
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n
 in
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o
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(Q
8
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Weekly+ 459 
50.8% 

220 
24.4% 

144 
15.9% 

80 
8.9% 

903 
100%    R 
54.7%   C 

Fortnightly 41 
43.2% 

30 
31.6% 

17 
17.9% 

7 
7.4% 

95 
100%    R 
5.8%     C 

Monthly 36 
46.8% 

22 
28.6% 

12 
15.6% 

7 
9.1% 

77 
100%    R 
4.7%     C 

Yearly 61 
53.5% 

41 
36.0% 

8 
7.0% 

4 
3.5% 

114 
100%    R 
6.9%     C 

No response 369 
80.0% 

64 
13.9% 

20 
4.3% 

8 
1.7% 

461 
100%    R 
27.9%   C 

Total 966 
37.5% 

377 
35.0% 

201 
14.2% 

106 
13.3% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

 

Highlights 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 3.99 in Table 8 – thus those who do sport are 
almost four times as likely to go to sports events as an audience member than those that 
don’t. 

However, 461 respondents also noted NO participation in Sport and 966 indicated NO 
participation at sports events.  This suggests that perhaps while over 1,000 respondents 
indicated playing some sport this may not be at a very intense level.  The fact that 966 
indicated no attendance at major sport events certainly suggests this group are not ones 
that are major sportsmen/women, thus their representativeness as “sports people” may not 
be very tight. 

In looking at the sample 75.9% of those at high school indicated playing some sport;  males 
had a slightly higher level of participation than females (78.7% compared to 69.2%) as did 
those from NSW with 96.4% of those from NSW indicated playing some sport while  65.4% 
of those from Qld did. 
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Sport and Play 

The relationship between Participation in Sport and Attending a play is summarised in Table 
12. 

Table 12 Comparing the frequency between participating in sport (Q8) and attending a play in the audience (Q12) 

 Frequency of Attending (Q12) a Play 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 
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eq

u
en

cy
 o

f 
P

ar
ti

ci
p

at
io

n
 in

 S
p

o
rt

 A
ct

iv
it

ie
s 
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8
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Weekly+ 340 
37.7% 

331 
36.7% 

136 
15.1% 

96 
10.6% 

903 
100%    R 
54.7%   C 

Fortnightly 32 
33.7% 

34 
35.8% 

15 
15.8% 

14 
14.7% 

95 
100%    R 
5.8%     C 

Monthly 19 
24.7% 

32 
41.6% 

12 
15.6% 

14 
18.2% 

77 
100%    R 
4.7%     C 

Yearly 28 
24.6% 

40 
35.1% 

17 
14.9% 

29 
25.4% 

114 
100%    R 
6.9%     C 

No response 200 
43.4% 

140 
30.4% 

54 
11.7% 

67 
14.5% 

461 
100%    R 
27.9%   C 

Total 619 
37.5% 

577 
35.0% 

234 
14.2% 

220 
13.3% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

 

Highlights 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 1.41 – thus those who do participate in sport 
activities are only 40% more likely to go to a play as an audience member than those that 
don’t.  Given that over 700 of those that played sport were in High School, and the 
attendance of this group was associated with some level of school drama activity, it suggests 
that those involved in sport already have some level of interest/involvement in Drama. 

Those most active in sport (weekly) have the lowest attendance at plays (ie 10.6% of this 
group attend plays > 4 times per year while 25.4% of  those that might only do sport yearly 
identify attending a play 4+ times a year).  

However, 461 respondents also noted NO participation in Sport and 619 indicated NO 
attendance at a play. 
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Musician and drama 

The relationship between playing a musical instrument and attending a play is summarised 
in Table 13. 

Table 13 Comparing the frequency between playing a musical instrument (Q8) and attending play  in the audience (Q12) 

 Frequency of Attending (Q12) a Play 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 
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Weekly+ 170 
35.6% 

167 
35.0% 

79 
16.6% 

61 
12.8% 

477 
100%    R 
28.9%   C 

Fortnightly 15 
21.4% 

28 
40.0% 

13 
18.6% 

14 
20.0% 

70 
100%    R 
4.2%     C 

Monthly 24 
33.8% 

20 
28.2% 

14 
19.7% 

13 
18.3% 

71 
100%    R 
4.3%     C 

Yearly 82 
32.7% 

101 
40.2% 

30 
12.0% 

38 
15.1% 

251 
100%    R 
15.2%   C 

No response 328 
42.0% 

261 
33.4% 

98 
12.5% 

94 
12.0% 

781 
100%    R 
47.3%   C 

Total 619 
37.5% 

577 
35.0% 

234 
14.2% 

220 
13.3% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

 

Highlights 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 1.44 – thus those who do play a musical 
instrument are 40% more likely to attend a play as an audience member than those that 
don’t - thus only slightly more likely. 

However, 781 respondents DID NOT play an instrument and 619 indicated NO participation 
at a play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Sport and opera 

The relationship between Participation in Sport and Attending an Opera is summarised in Table 
14. 

Table 14 Comparing the frequency between participating in Sport (Q8) and attending an Opera (Q10) 

 Frequency of Attending (Q10) Opera 

No response 1-2 /Year 3-4 / year > 4/Year Total 
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Weekly+ 748 
82.8% 

127 
14.1% 

18 
2.0% 

10 
1.0% 

903 
100%    R 
54.7%   C 

Fortnightly 70 
73.7% 

17 
17.9% 

4 
4.2% 

4 
4.2% 

95 
100%    R 
5.8%     C 

Monthly 58 
75.3% 

12 
15.6% 

3 
3.9% 

4 
5.2% 

77 
100%    R 
4.7%     C 

Yearly 77 
67.5% 

30 
26.3% 

5 
4.4% 

2 
1.8% 

114 
100%    R 
6.9%   C 

No response 419 
90.9% 

32 
6.9% 

4 
0.9% 

6 
1.3% 

461 
100%    R 
27.9%   C 

Total 1372 
83.2% 

218 
13.2% 

34 
2.1% 

26 
1.6% 

1650 
100%    R 
100%    C 

 

Highlights 

Note this is associated with an Odds Ratio of 2.47  – thus those who do play Sport are more than 
twice as likely to attend an Opera as an audience member than those that don’t. 

However, 461 respondents DID NOT play Sport and 1,372 indicated NO participation at an opera. 

 

From this a far lesser attendance at opera events is evident with 83.2% of the respondents 
recording no attendance and the others at a relatively low frequency (obviously also related to 
availability) with 12.2% indicating attending 1-2 times per year. 

Perhaps interestingly those who indicated a very high level of sport activity also indicated a 
reasonable level of opera participation (127 1-2 times per year) although this is at a lesser level 
than those with a lower level of sports activity (ie 14.1% of those that do sport at least weekly 
attend opera 1-2 times per year compared to 26.3% of those that do sport annually). 

Summary 

There was quite a high response pattern to the survey (over 1600 audience respondents) 
suggesting a positive interest in the topic.  Responses were relatively evenly spread between 
Victoria, NSW and Queensland. While females represented a larger proportion of responses, over 
30% of responses were from males, with males also being well represented across areas of social 
and cultural activities. 



 

 

With regard to the sample, NSW respondents included a far greater proportion of the High School 
students while Queensland had a higher proportion of those not studying.  The Victorian sample 
had a relatively even representation regarding study activities.  With regard to age there was a 
range across the 3 levels of study (High School, Tertiary and non-studying). 

The responses appear to indicate that those with an active involvement in one area (be it cultural 
or sport) are more likely to have an overall broader level of activity.  However, it must be 
remembered that while those who are socially, culturally or active in a sporting context have an 
enhanced overall level of activity the sample firstly is of people who are in fact participating IN an 
activity and also are most likely to be relatively young – with less that 5% of the sample above 30 
years of age (there is a slight bias in this due to response patterns so this figure could be slightly 
higher), thus more likely to have a reasonable level of social activity. 

There are obvious trends in peoples associated activities.  Thus while all respondents who 
indicated activities in which they participate in an audience were more likely to have a higher 
involvement in those more linked to activities in which they participate (ie as an actor, musician or 
sportsman) the level of activity also extends to less related activity.  Thus those who are involved 
as a participant in drama activities are more than twice as likely to participate in sporting activities 
in the audience as those with no involvement in Drama.  Thus those who participate in sort are 4 
times as likely as those that don’t, to attend sporting functions. 

  



 

 

What Determines Young People’s Engagement with Performing Arts Events? .  
Andrew J. Martin and Michael Anderson, Faculty of Education and Social Work, University of 
Sydney. Ricci-Jane Adams, University of Melbourne 

 

Increasing demands on modern educational curriculum tend to result in less time for arts 
education programs (Gibson & Anderson, 2008; Stearns & Glennie, 2010). However, evidence 
suggests there are beneficial effects of the arts on adolescents’ developmental, academic, and 
non-academic outcomes. Harland, Kinder, Lord, Scott, Schagen, and Haynes (2000) and Ewing 
(2010) propose that arts education outcomes range from intrinsic effects (e.g., enjoyment and 
personal achievement) to the development of thinking skills and their transfer to other curriculum 
areas. Livermore (1998; see also Aprill, 2001; Bamford, 2006; Bower, 2004; Deasy, 2002; Hetland & 
Winner, 2001; Hunter 2005; Smithrim & Upitis, 2005) argues that the arts can facilitate personal 
and social development, learning in other curriculum areas, and the development of a range of 
skills and understandings that can be applied in vocational and other life situations. Engagement 
with the performing arts can also be considered an important element of young people’s leisure 
and participatory behavior more generally (Gibson & Anderson, 2008). 

Performing Arts, Leisure, Extracurricular Activity, and Positive Youth Development 

Recent research and theorizing has emphasized the importance of positive youth development 
and the role of young people’s ecologies as contexts for their development. Research and theory 
has emphasized the relationship between individuals and their settings as the basis of human 
development (Caldwell & Witt, 2011; Lerner, 2005). This perspective on youth development 
counters earlier deficit models in that young people are seen as capable of thriving and that this is 
achieved through aligning young people with their social and physical contexts (Benson & Saito, 
2000; Caldwell & Witt, 2011; Damon, 2004; Lerner, 2005; Rose-Krasnor, Busseri, Willoughby, & 
Chalmers, 2006; Witt, 2002). These perspectives position young people as active agents in their 
own positive development and argue that we must study these young people in the 
developmental contexts in which they function (Bronfenbrenner, 2005; Lerner, 2005). In this study 
we explore their attendance at performing arts events as one context in which development takes 
place and examine factors that are associated with their attendance. 

In seeking to understand determinants of young people’s attendance at performing arts events, 
the present study adopts recent conceptual models of youth activity, which include leisure and 
extracurricular activities. In a model by Benson and Saito (2000), 1) background factors (e.g., 
gender, age, socio-economic status, language) predict young people’s access to 2) youth 
development inputs (e.g., performing arts attendance and participation, that leads to 3) academic 
success and psychological adjustment, that ultimately gives rise to 4) broad health and wellbeing 
outcomes. In a model by Bohnert, Fredricks, and Randall (2010), 1) demographic (e.g., age, 
socioeconomic status, gender, race/ethnicity), family (e.g., parental support), school and student 
(e.g., school type) factors predict 2) organized youth activity participation (e.g., attendance at 
performing arts events) that impact 3) youth outcomes (e.g., psychological, social, educational). 
The present study focuses on the first two components of both conceptual models: family, 
student, school and socio-demographic factors associated with young people’s attendance at 
performing arts events (referred to as receptive arts participation). 

 



 

 

Receptive Arts Participation 

This study uses a social ecology framework (Brofenbrenner, 1992, 2001) to examine the range of 
factors that potentially influence receptive arts participation. We explore the role of factors 
related to young people’s development including socio-demographic background, the 
microsystem (e.g., home/family), the mesosystem (e.g., classroom and classroom 
activities/attendances), and the exosystem (e.g., school and out-of-school/extracurricular 
activities). One of our goals is to explore salient factor sets (e.g., socio-demographic, in-school, out-

of-school) that may explain variance in attendance and hence offer insight into points of 

intervention beyond other out-of-school factors. Further, by including in-school and out-of-school 

factors, we can gain a sense of the issue of transfer, or the promotion of out-of-school activity 

through in-school programs. 

Socio-demographic Factors 

 In the literature on youth development and adolescent participation in leisure and extracurricular 
activity (e.g., Benson & Saito, 2000; Bohnert et al., 2010), researchers have identified a variety of 
socio-demographic factors that influence the process in various ways. The bulk of research has 
suggested age, gender, language background, and SES as important factors in explaining youth 
extra-curricular activity (Dotterer, McHale, & Crouter, 2007; Farb & Matjasko, 2011). Research on 
gender indicates that females are more likely to participate in the arts (Barnett, 2006; Kort-Butler 
& Hagewen, 2011; Rose-Krasnor et al., 2006), whereas males tend to be more involved in sport 
and outdoor/physical recreation activities.  A small body of research has identified different 
gender patterns within the arts, with females more likely to participate in drama, and no gender 
differences in music (Rose-Krasnor et al., 2006). Côté (1999) proposed that participation in 
extracurricular activity should increase with age. Children begin by sampling extracurricular 
experiences during their pre-adolescent years. During their early teens, they become more 
selective and begin to specialize in certain activities. During their late teens, they have made 
investments in time and resources in just a few activities. However, Rose-Krasnor et al. (2006) 
found little evidence for age-related differences. Research has shown that English-speaking youth 
are more likely to be involved in leisure and extracurricular activity (Darling, 2005; Instinct & 
Reason, 2010; Quinn, 1999).However, there is research showing that young people from non-
English speaking backgrounds may be more likely to benefit from extracurricular activity (Marsh & 
Kleitman, 2002; Randall & Bohnert, 2009 – but see Fredricks & Eccles, 2008; Kort-Butler & 
Hagewen, 2011). Still other research has indicated that non-dominant cultures may be more likely 
to participate in the arts (Barnett, 2006). Young people from low SES backgrounds are less likely to 
be involved in extracurricular activity (Pedersen & Seidman, 2005; Quinn, 1999), even though they 
may benefit most from it (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002; Pedersen & Seidman, 2005 – but see Fredricks 
& Eccles, 2008). Major barriers to participation include lack of adequate transport, inconvenient 
location of activities, possible fees involved, and lack of access to materials (e.g., musical 
instruments) (Quinn, 1999). 

School and Student Factors 

 Most research on performing arts participation has been directed to individual-level factors (e.g., 
socio-demographics), with relatively little research including school factors. Different schools 
provide different opportunities to participate in extracurricular activity (Guest & McRee, 2009; 
Guest & Schneider 2003; Hoffmann, 2006; Stearns & Glennie, 2010). Schools’ financial resources 
may facilitate (or restrict) youth participation in extracurricular activities (Quiroz, Gonzalez, & 
Frank, 1996; Stearns & Glennie, 2010). Inferring from this, there may be differences as a function 
of government and non-government status, with the latter school type often better financially 



 

 

resourced. Further, to the extent that student-level gender effects may be present (see above), 
there may be school-level gender effects such that single-sex boys’ (or girls’) schools may reflect 
patterns similar to those derived as a function of individual student gender. School data included 
in this study are school type and school gender composition.  

Schools also differ in the curricular emphasis placed on the arts (and other activities such as sport), 
leading to differing rates of in-school student participation. Research has differentiated between 
in-school and out-of-school factors and proposed that each will differently impact outcomes 
depending on what the outcome measure is. For example, the identification/commitment theory 
of extracurricular activity argues that in-school extracurricular activity is likely to influence in-
school outcomes more than out-of-school outcomes (e.g., relationship with parents, life 
satisfaction); whereas, out-of-school factors are likely to influence out-of-school outcomes more 
than in-school factors (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002)  If so, in-school study factors  should predict out-
of-school arts participation (e.g., Oskala, Keaney, Chan, & Bunting, 2009), but not to as great an 
extent as voluntary or out-of-school factors (e.g., Costantoura, 2000). In this study, in-school 
student data relate to students’ in-school participation in the arts. 

Out-of-School Participation and Family Factors 

This study investigates two forms of out-of-school participation: involvement in a 
drama/performing arts group or class and attendance at sporting events. Costantoura (2000) 
argues for the centrality of arts participation in understanding engagement with the arts more 
broadly. He argues that voluntary participation in the arts is a clearer indicator than school-based 
participation of sustained engagement with the arts. In this study, we test the dichotomy often set 
up between attendance (as audience/spectator) at arts and sporting events. Stereotypically, the 
two domains are often considered to be mutually exclusive. However, research on extracurricular 
activity (e.g., Marsh & Kleitman, 2002) and motivation (e.g., Martin, 2008a, 2008b) place 
individuals along a domain-general non-participatory to participatory continuum. From this latter 
perspective, the types of people who attend out-of-school activities may be more inclined to 
attend both arts and sporting events. 

Family influences are also a factor relevant to arts engagement (Benson & Saito, 2000; Bohnert et 
al., 2010). Family-related factors have been found to explain most of the variance in youth 
extracurricular activity (Lerner, 2005). Further, it is clear that parents want their children to be 
involved in out-of-school activities (Quinn, 1999). Family support has also been linked to children’s 
enjoyment of arts participation (Anderson, Funk, Elliott, & Hull Smith, 2003) and early familial 
exposure to the arts has a major impact on sustained attendance (Oskala et al., 2009). Barrett and 
Smigiel (2003) showed that a supportive family encouraging involvement in the arts outside of 
school is more influential than the child’s enjoyment of the arts at school. Accordingly, researchers 
have included family/parent factors in studies of extracurricular (including arts) participation 
(Anderson et al., 2003). More specifically, Barrett and Smigiel (2003) recommend that more 
information is needed concerning the ways families participate in the arts and how family support 
impacts future participation.  

Multilevel Considerations: Student, School and State 

This study used multilevel variance components analyses (Goldstein, 2003; Raudenbush & Bryk, 
2002) to explore the extent to which receptive arts participation varies between students, 
between schools, and between states. Not only can there be different approaches to arts 
education and participation in different schools, it is also the case that different arts-based 

curriculum is implemented in each Australian state. There are policy and practice implications 



 

 

based on the extent to which variance resides at a particular level (student, school, state). For 
example, relatively large variance at school level denotes differences between schools that must 
be accommodated in differentiated policy and practice. 

Aims of the Present Study 

This study explores the socio-demographic, school and student, extracurricular, and family factors 
associated with adolescents’ attendance at performing arts events (i.e., receptive arts 
participation) outside of school – see Figure 1. Socio-demographic factors comprise age, gender, 
language background and socio-economic status. School-related factors include school type 
(government/non-government) and gender composition (co-educational, boys, girls). Student-
related factors include prior and current study of performing arts and attendance at the theater 
with the school. Out-of-school and family factors comprise involvement in drama outside of 
school, family attendance at performing arts events, and attendance at non-arts events such as 
sport. In examining this hypothesized model, three sets of analyses are conducted: (a) preliminary 
multilevel modeling to ascertain the amount of variation in receptive arts participation as a 
function of student, school and state, (b) preliminary psychometric analyses to establish the 
measurement basis of the study, and (c) correlation and hierarchical multiple regression analyses 
to understand factors associated with high school-aged adolescents’ receptive arts participation in 
theater, music, and dance. 

Methods 

Sampling  

An eligibility list of schools in three of the largest Australian states was developed. Following this, 
schools were selected from each state that comprised representation of government and non-
government (systemic Catholic and private) schools as well as single-sex and co-educational 
schools. Two year levels were selected (years 10 and 12) that targeted students at an emerging 
stage of independence (year 10) and of relatively greater independence (year 12). Thus, in the first 
instance, convenience sampling was employed to generate the school sample, but following this, 
more purposeful approaches were used to develop the final sampling frame of years 10 and 12 
students. Data were collected in 2008-2009. 

The sample comprised 898 adolescents from 18 high schools in capital cities from three states 
(New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland; six schools from each state) of Australia. Schools in the 
sample were comprehensive schools of mixed ability but generally higher in SES than the national 
average. Twelve schools were government and six were non-government schools. Fourteen 
schools were co-educational, two schools comprised boys only and two schools comprised girls 
only. Just over half (53%) of the respondents were female and 47% were male. The mean age of 
respondents was 16-17 years (SD = 1.16) years. A total of 24% of the sample was from a non-
English speaking background (however, the specific language was not specified in the survey). 
With few exceptions, all targeted students in attendance on the day of the testing participated in 
the survey. Teachers administered the instrument to students during class. The rating scale was 
first explained and a sample item presented. Students were then asked to complete the 
instrument on their own and to return the completed instrument to the teacher at the end of 
class.  

Measurement 

Performing arts attendance. Three composite indices were developed to reflect frequency of 
attendance at theater, music and dance performances outside of school. Attendance at theater 



 

 

performances was assessed with five items (musical, play, youth theater, community theater, 
other) on a scale of 0 to 4+ times per year averaged across the five forms of attendance to form a 
scale score for modeling. Attendance at music performances was assessed with nine items 
(festival, headline stadium, pub rock, hip hop, electronica, classical, opera, jazz, other) on a scale 
of 0 to 4+ times per year averaged across the nine forms of attendance. Attendance at dance 
events was assessed with five items (contemporary, classical, jazz, hip hop, other) on a scale of 0 
to 4+ times per year averaged across the five forms of attendance. Items for each of the three 
performing arts forms are not meant to be definitive or exhaustive – rather, they are intended to 
reflect general attendance. 

Socio-demographics. Socio-demographic factors included age, gender (0=female; 1=male), and 
language background (0=English speaking background; 1=non-English speaking background, 
NESB). Socio-economic status used the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Index of Relative 
Advantage and Disadvantage (ABS, 2006) based on the student’s postcode of residence. The index 
is a derived construct (based on Australian census) comprising factors such as income, education 
and employment status. The index is a continuous variable, with higher scores reflecting greater 
relative advantage. 

School and student factors. School factors included school type (0=government; 1=non-
government) and gender composition of the school (dummy coded such that co-educational is the 
reference category). Student factors included prior school drama/theater participation (0=No; 
1=Yes), current performing arts participation at school (0=No; 1=Yes), on-campus attendance at 
performing arts events (0=No; 1=Yes), and off-campus attendance at the theater with the school 
(0=No; 1=Yes). 

Out-of-school and family factors. Out-of-school and family factors included involvement in drama 
groups/classes outside of school (0=No; 1=Yes), frequency of family attendance at performing arts 
events (scale of 0 to 4+ times per year averaged across siblings, parents and grandparents), and 
spectator attendance at a sporting event (0 to 4+ times per year). Although sharing variance with 
some student attendance variables, including all factors in modeling will control for such variance. 

Data Analysis 

Preliminary multilevel analyses. Before moving into the central elements of the analyses, this 
study examined the relative variance in the measures explained at school and state levels, which is 
often referred to as the intra-class correlation, ICC. In this study, the data were conceptualized as a 
multilevel model, consisting of school at the first level, state at the second level – and the error 
term reflecting student and residual variance. The multilevel analyses were conducted with the 
variance components procedure using maximum likelihood estimation in SPSS for Windows 
Version 17 (see also Heck, Thomas, & Tabata, 2010). 

Factor and reliability analyses. Having established the appropriate level/s at which to conduct the 
analyses, the factor analytic and reliability properties of the three central multi-item dependent 
measures (attendance at theater, music and dance) were examined. Exploratory factor analysis 
(EFA) was conducted to support the formation of three scale scores reflecting attendance at 
theater, music and dance. This involved principal axis factoring with oblique rotation (see Hair, 
Anderson, Tatham, & Black, 1995; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) using SPSS for Windows. Oblique 
rotation was used because attendance at theater, music and dance were tentatively expected to 
be correlated and this rotation allows for these non-orthogonal factors. We specified a three-
factor (theater, dance, music) solution. For multi-item scales, reliability was also assessed with 
Cronbach’s alpha.  



 

 

Correlation and hierarchical multiple regression analyses. Correlations (including Spearman’s 
correlations for dichotomous variables) were used to measure bivariate relationships between the 
dependent attendance measures and the socio-demographic, school and student, and out-of-
school factors. Hierarchical multiple linear regression analyses were then used to measure the 
relative salience of proposed factors associated with adolescents’ attendance at theater, music 
and dance (see Figure 1). In this study, socio-demographic measures were entered first. Next, the 
school and student factors were entered to determine the additional variance explained by these 
factors. Finally, out-of-school extracurricular and family factors were entered in the third step. We 
elected to enter out-of-school independent variables in the final step so as to first ascertain 
individual and school factor variance, and then to measure change in variance once out-of-school 
factors were entered. We opted for this hierarchical ordering to guard against the possibility that 
most variance might be explained by out-of-school factors, leaving no potential to differentiate 
variance as a function of individual and school factors. At each successive step, the change in 
adjusted R2   from one step to another provides tests of variable sets that are related in theme, 
thus also providing broader insights into variance beyond that of individual variables (see Hair et 
al., 1995; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Here we report effects significant at p < .001. The tables 
show all other effects. To note is that standardized betas can be interpreted in the traditional 
effect size manner such that a change of 1 SD in the independent variable will result in a change of 
.zz (where .zz is the completely standardized beta coefficient) SD in the dependent variable – 
thereby enabling the reader to see how effects compared. 

Finally, clustering of data can lead to erroneously conflating units/levels of analysis and 
dependencies within groups and biased standard errors in results (see Goldstein, 2003; Hox, 2010; 
Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). Thus, to ensure that the clustering of students within schools does not 
disproportionately affect change in results from the central analyses, data were then re-analyzed 
with Mplus using the ‘cluster’ command and the ‘complex’ method. This procedure adjusts 
standard errors to avoid biasing   the statistical significance due to clustering of students within 
upper-level units (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2008). 

Significance levels. In this study, the sample is rather large, potentially increasing the chance of 
statistical significance in the analysis. When this is the case, there is a risk of Type I error. A 
conservative Bonferroni correction (e.g., see Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007) was adopted to determine 
the risk of Type I error by dividing the p-value of 0.05 by the number of statistical relationships 
assessed (14 independent variables x 3 dependent variables = 42 relationships), yielding a revised 
significance criterion of .001 (rounded). Thus, effects at p < .001 are considered to be relatively 
robust. 

Results 

Preliminary Multilevel Analyses 

In preliminary analyses, a baseline variance components model (Rasbash, Steele, Browne & 
Prosser, 2004) or intercept-only model (Hox, 2010) was used. Findings showed that on all three 
dependent measures, the bulk of random variance is accounted for at the student or residual 
level, with relatively less random variance at school and state levels. That is, there is greater 
variation from student to student (or at residual) than there is from school to school or state to 
state. For attendance at theater, <1% variance occurred between states, 6% between schools, and 
94% in the residual or between students. For attendance at music, <1% variance occurred 
between states, 7% between schools, and 93% in the residual or between students. For 
attendance at dance, <1% variance occurred between states, 2% between schools, and 98% in the 
residual or between students.  Because the dependent measures yielded primarily 



 

 

student/residual-level random variance and very little random school or state variance, 
subsequent analyses were conducted at the student level with student and school factors as fixed 
(not random) effects. 

Factor and Reliability Analyses 

We conducted exploratory factor analysis to support the formation of the three dependent scale 
scores reflecting attendance at theater, music and dance. Exploratory factor analysis involved 
principal axis factoring with oblique rotation. Eigenvalues initially indicated five factors based on 
values >1.0. We therefore tested a 5-factor solution and found cross-loadings greater than .30. 
Also, the fourth and fifth eigenvalues were a marginal 1.2 and 1.0 respectively – while the third 
factor yielded an eigenvalue of 1.8 (a 50% increase from the 4- and 5-factor solutions). Given the 
clearer eigenvalue separation of the 3-factor from the 4- and 5-factor solutions, we tested a 3-
factor solution. This yielded factors reflecting the hypothesized music, dance, and theater factors – 
and with no cross-loadings greater than .30.  Because of the clearer split in eigenvalues and the 
cleaner solution with no major cross-loadings, the 3-factor solution was used in subsequent 
analyses.  

The three-factor solution explained 50% of the variance, and all items loaded on their target factor 
more strongly than on non-target factors. Loadings for theater ranged from .54 to .82 (mean = 
.69); loadings for dance ranged from .34 to .87 (mean = .69); and, for music the loadings ranged 
.39 to .68 (mean = .58). Reliability analyses using Cronbach’s alpha indicated each of the three 
scales was reliable: theater Cronbach’s α = .76, music Cronbach’s α = .82, and dance Cronbach’s α 
= .83. Based on factor analytic and reliability results, scale scores were formed for each dependent 
measure by calculating the mean of the set of responses for each scale. The bulk of all other 
measures were single items except the family attendance scale which yielded a reliability of 
Cronbach’s α = .77. 

Correlation Analyses 

 Inter-item correlations (Table 1) used a significance level of p < .001.  The results confirmed that 
socio-demographic background was related to participation. Age was positively associated with 
music participation.  Older participants were more likely to attend than younger participants. 
Gender was also associated with attendance at theater and dance performances. Females were 
more likely than males to attend. English-speaking students were more likely to attend theater 
and music performances. Finally, those with higher SES were more likely to attend theater and 
music performances. School and student factors were also related to arts participation (p < .001). 
Current performing arts study and prior drama and theater participation was positively associated 
with theater and music attendance. Also, past school-based performing arts attendance was 
positively related with theater and music attendance.  Finally, past involvement in a drama 
group/class, family attendance at live performances, and attendance at sporting events was 
associated with increased attendance at theater, music, and dance performances. In sum, socio-
economic background, past participation, family involvement in the performing arts, and 
attendance at sporting events are associated with increased levels of receptive arts participation 
among high school students.   

Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regressions 

Table 2 and Figure 2 show results from the hierarchical regression model. This table shows that 
socio-demographic factors explained 4% of the variance in music attendance and 5% of the 
variance in live theater attendance. Females were more likely than males to attend live theater (β 



 

 

= -.12) and live dance (β = -.13); older participants were more likely than younger participants to 
attend live music (β = -.14); and, higher SES participants were more likely to attend live music (β = 
.13). Table 2 also shows that school and student factors significantly correlated with attendance at 
live theater (Adjusted R2 = .12) and live music (Adjusted R2 = .06). Attendance at school sponsored 
theater performances was positively related to out-of-school theater attendance (β = .15) and 
current study of performing arts positively correlated with out-of-school music attendance (β = 
.13). Finally, out-of-school factors were significantly associated with attendance at live theater 
(Adjusted R2 = .20), live music (Adjusted R2 = .09), and live dance (Adjusted R2 = .06). Involvement 
in an out-of-school drama group/class was related to attendance at live theater (β = .22) and live 
dance (β = .16). Family attendance at performing arts events was related to attendance at live 
theater (β = .37), live music (β = .26), and live dance (β = .21). Finally, attendance at a live sporting 
event was positively associated with attendance at live theater (β = .15) and live music (β = .17). 
For each of the three performance domains, the increase in explained variance at each step is 
significant. 

Finally, to test for possible clustering effects, in supplementary analysis, data were re-analyzed 
with Mplus using the ‘cluster’ command and the ‘complex’ method. This adjusts standard errors 
and so does not bias tests of statistical significance due to clustering of students within upper-level 
units (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2008). Results are presented in brackets in Table 2 and show that 
the solution does not depart from the hierarchical regressions in any way that alters findings and 
conclusions. Indeed, approximately one-third of beta parameters are identical, with the remainder 
typically varying by no more than .01 to .03. 

 

Discussion 

The present investigation explored the socio-demographic, school and student, extracurricular, 
and family factors associated with adolescents’ attendance at theater, music, and dance events 
(‘receptive arts participation’) outside of school. Hierarchical multiple linear regression 
demonstrated gender (females), age (older participants over younger participants) and socio-
economic status (higher SES) were associated with attendance at performing arts events.  The 
results also showed that theater visits with the school and current study in the performing arts 
were associated with attendance at performing arts events. Also, involvement in a drama 
group/class, family attendance at performing arts events, and attendance at sporting events were 
associated with dance, music, and theater attendance. Alongside these central findings, multilevel 
modeling indicated that the bulk of variance in attendance patterns resided at the 
student/residual level rather than school level. 

 Implications for Practice and Research 

The results confirmed that there are factors associated with high school-aged adolescents’ 
receptive arts participation. Attendance at theater, music and dance performances is  related to 
particular groups of adolescents (e.g., gender or SES)  and factors relevant to activities in which 
adolescents engage (e.g., school-based and home-based arts related activities).  Research shows 
that intervention and support that targets specific behaviors, activities and people is more 
effective than broad-brush approaches (Weisz, Weiss, Han, Granger, & Morton, 1995).  This study 
provides direction for curricular intervention in arts education. 

The results also provide a comparison of the three performing arts domains. Individual, school and 
student, and out-of-school factors were salient particularly for theater and music. However, 



 

 

among these factor sets, attendance at theater and music were associated with different factors. 
Gender, attending theater with the school, and involvement in a drama class/group were related 
to attendance at theater – but not for attendance at music events. On the other hand, age, SES, 
and current study of performing arts at school were significant factors linked to attendance at 
music events, but not attendance at theater events. The results also indicated that factors 
associated with attendance at dance events were different from those for theater and music. Only 
family attendance and involvement in a drama class/group were related to attendance at dance 
performances. Although various factors have been identified here and in prior work (e.g., Barrett 
& Smigiel, 2003; Costantoura, 2000; Instinct & Reason, 2010; Oskala et al., 2009), these results 
show a distinction between attendance at each of the three performing arts domains. This raises 
the issue of access to and perceived desirability of each of the three arts forms, and whether one 
form is significantly more (or less) accessible or perceived as desirable for high school students to 
attend. 

The most consistent factor linked to receptive arts participation was frequency of family 
attendance at performing arts events. This factor was associated with all three forms of arts event 
attendance. In part, family attendance shares a logistic correlation with the dependent measures 
and thus findings must be interpreted with this in mind. Additionally, however, the impact of 
family on adolescents’ developmental, academic and non-academic outcomes is well established 
(e.g., see Field, Diego, & Sanders, 2002; Mansour & Martin, 2009; Marjoribanks, 1996; Martin & 
Dowson, 2009; Martin, Marsh, McInerney & Green, 2009). Findings from this study confirm past 
research on the importance of family influence in three distinct forms of arts events. The findings 
also support the conclusion that family is one of the most significant influences on high school-
aged adolescents’ arts participation (Barrett & Smigiel, 2003). However, while affirming the 
importance of family in one respect, the finding is challenging in another respect. Changing home- 
and family-based practices may be more difficult than changing school-based practices. School 
practices can be systematized (and even mandated) through policy and funding. Reaching into the 
home is a more complex challenge for policy makers and practitioners alike. 

The positive association between attendance at performing arts events and attendance at sporting 
events is also noteworthy for leisure research. It may be that the stereotyped dichotomy between 
the two is something of a false dichotomy. It is possible instead that participation, attendance, and 
leisure behavior may reflect more of a general trait, such that the types of people who participate 
in out-of-school activities are generally inclined to attend arts and sporting events (see also 
Martin, 2008a, 2008b). If so, schools and policy makers need to harness synergies between the 
two rather than operate as though they are in opposition or mutually exclusive. Further research is 
needed to better understand this finding and also to investigate the relationship between active 
arts participation and active sport participation. 

This study sought to ascertain how much variation in receptive arts participation resided at the 
state level, student/residual level, and the school level. Findings indicated that little variance 
resided at state or school level, with the bulk of variance at the student/residual level. There is 
significantly greater variation in receptive arts participation between students than between 
schools and states. This pattern of variance in adolescent behavior is not unusual (e.g., see Marsh, 
Martin & Cheng, 2008; Martin, Anderson, Bobis, Way, & Vellar, in press; Martin, Bobis, Anderson, 
Way & Vellar, 2011; Martin & Marsh, 2008). Such information indicates that attendance patterns 
devolve to individuals and their individual decision-making and behavior. Hence, systemic 
approaches to promoting arts attendance (e.g., through education policy and schools) must be 
sufficiently flexible to enable appropriate differentiation to the distinct needs, constraints and 
opportunities in individual students’ lives.  



 

 

Implications for theory and policy 

The present findings provide insight and support for recent conceptual frameworks for youth 
development. In models by Benson and Saito (2000) and Bohnert et al (2010), a vital part of their 
frameworks involved the background and contextual factors predicting youth activity. Our data 
contribute to these conceptual models by focusing on three distinct dimensions of performing arts 
attendance, and the specific role of factors linked to attendance (gender, age, socio-economic 
status, theater visits with the school, current study in the performing arts, involvement in a drama 
group/class, family attendance at live performances, sporting attendance).  This study also 
supported the identification/commitment theory of extracurricular activity, proposing that out-of-
school activity is likely to link to out-of-school outcomes more strongly than in-school activity will 
be linked to out-of-school outcomes (Marsh & Kleitman, 2002). Accordingly, we found that out-of-
school participation factors (e.g., involvement in out-of-school drama, attendance at other out-of-
school events such as sport) predicted out-of-school arts attendance more than in-school factors.  
Even so, significant variance was explained by all factor sets (socio-demographic, school and 
student, out-of-school), indicating that a range of young people’s ecology was relevant to their 
attendance at performing arts events.  

Results supported prior research demonstrating gender, age, and SES effects (but not language 
background effects) (e.g., Barnett, 2006; Kort-Butler & Hagewen, 2011; Pedersen & Seidman, 
2005; Quinn, 1999; Rose-Krasnor et al., 2006). Females were more likely to attend theater and 
dance while older participants and higher SES participants were more likely to attend music 
events. It is evident that these factors linked to the three arts forms in different ways. These 
findings are relevant to policy makers seeking to address young people’s leisure and 
extracurricular activity, and their attendance at performing arts events more specifically. There is 
current recognition of the potential for youth activity programs to promote positive youth 
development (e.g., Caldwell & Witt, 2011; Gore, 2003; Lerner, 2005; Witt, 2002) and the present 
findings shed light on these efforts by identifying factors relevant to youth participation. The 
diverse factors and factor sets found to be significant in this process suggests the need for 
multidimensional policy and practice in this area. 

Future Directions for Research 

This study has identified factors associated with adolescents’ attendance at live theater, dance, 
and music (receptive arts participation). There are, however, a number of potential limitations 
when interpreting findings, and which provide direction for further research. First, given the large 
sample involved in the study, there is a need to understand the practical significance of findings as 
much as the statistical significance of findings. In part, we dealt with this through a conservative p-
value, enabling a focus on the relatively more robust findings. Another potential limitation of the 
study is that the data presented in this study are self-reported. While this is a defensible approach 
in its own right given the substantive focus, it is important to conduct research that examines the 
present issues using data derived from additional sources to triangulate with student data (e.g., 
from teachers and parents/caregivers). Another data limitation involves the number of units at 
level 2 (18 schools) and level 3 (3 states) that restricted analyses to preliminary/indicative variance 
components modeling. Future research should seek to collect data from more schools 
(particularly) and educational sectors/systems so that multilevel regression or structural equation 
modeling can be conducted to augment the student-level regressions conducted here. 

Future longitudinal research is also important to understand the academic (e.g., achievement, 
motivation, engagement) and non-academic (e.g., self-esteem, life satisfaction, mental health) 
consequences of attendance at arts events. Longitudinal research is also needed to closely 



 

 

examine the issue of whether significant factors identified in this study of adolescents impact 
behavior in early adulthood. Inclusion of additional factors is necessary to better understand the 
relative contributions to attendance at performing arts. For example, particularly among 
adolescents, the influence of peers on engagement with school and in leisure and extracurricular 
domains is well established (e.g., Benson & Saito, 2000; Bohnert et al., 2010; Liem & Martin, 
2011).  These and other investigative pursuits are needed for progressing research, practice and 
policy relevant to the performing arts. 

 

Conclusion 

Receptive arts participation is a potentially important foundation for well-rounded adolescent 
development. This investigation has examined the socio-demographic, school and student, 
extracurricular, and family factors associated with adolescents’ attendance at performing arts 
events outside of school. Data show that these factors explain significant variance in adolescents’ 
attendance patterns. Taken together, these results hold substantive and methodological 
implications for researchers studying pivotal factors, processes and issues relevant to the 
performing arts, adolescent development, and leisure behavior. Findings are also relevant to 
practitioners focused on enhancing high school-aged adolescents’ engagement with the arts, and 
their participatory and leisure behavior more generally. 
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SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS 

- Age 
- Gender (FM/M) 
- NESB (N/Y) 
- SES (SEIFA) 

SCHOOL AND STUDENT FACTORS 

- Gov’t/Non-gov’t 
- Single-sex/Co-Ed 
- Current and prior study of arts 
- Theater at or with the school 

OUT-OF-SCHOOL FACTORS 

- Drama group/class 
- Family attendance 
- Attend sporting event 

 

FREQUENCY ATTEND  

LIVE DANCE 

FREQUENCY ATTEND  

LIVE MUSIC 

FREQUENCY ATTEND  

LIVE THEATER/DRAMA 

INDEPENDENT MEASURES DEPENDENT MEASURES 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model of socio-demographic, school and student, and out-of-school 
factors predicting frequency of attendance at live dance, music and theater/drama 



 

 

Table 1. Correlations between socio-demographic, school and student, outside school and arts 
attendance factors 

 

 Frequency Attend 
Live Dance 

r 

Frequency Attend 
Live Music 

r 

Frequency Attend 
Live Drama/Theater 

r 

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS    

Age -.01 .12*** .01 

Gender (FM/M) -.16*** -.09** -.21*** 

NESB (N/Y) .02 -.17*** -.19*** 

SES (SEIFA) .02 .18*** .14*** 

SCHOOL AND STUDENT FACTORS    

Gov’t/Non-Gov’t School .03 .13*** .08* 

Boys school (vs CoEd) -.07* -.03 -.05 

Girls school (vs CoEd) .02 .01 .08* 

Currently study Performing Arts (N/Y) .14** .21*** .28*** 

Previously study Drama/Theater (N/Y) .07* .13*** .18*** 

Seen Performance at School (N/Y) .14*** .21*** .25*** 

Attend Theater with School (N/Y) .11** .17*** .36*** 

OUTSIDE SCHOOL FACTORS    

Involved in Drama Group/Class (N/Y) .21*** .17*** .32*** 

Frequency Family Attend Performing Arts .24*** .34*** .47*** 

Frequency Attend Sporting Event .07* .19*** .15*** 

Notes 



 

 

1. * p<.05  ** p<.01 *** p<.001 
2. Spearman’s correlations conducted for dichotomous variables 

 

 



 

 

Table 2. Standardized betas and explained variance based on hierarchical linear regressions for 
hypothesized models explaining frequency of attendance at live performances 

 

 Model 1: 

Frequency Attend 
Live Dance 

β (SE) [Mplus β] 

Model 2: 

Frequency Attend 
Live Music 

β (SE) [Mplus β] 

Model 3: 

Frequency Attend 
Live Drama/Theater 

β (SE) [Mplus β] 

SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC FACTORS    

Age .01 (.01) [.01] .14*** (.01) [.16] .07* (.01) [.08] 

Gender (FM/M) -.13*** (.03) [-.12] -.04 (.03) [-.03] -.12*** (.03) [-.13] 

NESB (N/Y) .10* (.03) [.10] .03 (.04) [.03] -.01 (.04) [-.02] 

SES (SEIFA) -.03 (.01) [-.01] .13*** (.01) [.13] .03 (.01) [.02] 

Incremental % variance explained (Adj R2) 1% 4%*** 5%*** 

SCHOOL AND STUDENT FACTORS    

Gov’t/Non-Gov’t School .03 (03) [.03] -.07* (.03) [-.05] -.08** (.03) [-.08] 

Boys school (vs CoEd) -.01 (.05) [-.02] -.02 (.05) [-.06] -.03 (.05) [-.03] 

Girls school (vs CoEd) -.07 (.04) [-.08] -.11** (.04) [-.11] -.03 (.04) [-.02] 

Currently study Performing Arts (N/Y) -.04 (.03) [-.02] .13*** (.03) [.10] .06 (.03) [.07] 

Previously study Drama (N/Y) -.02 (.04) [-.03] .06 (.04) [.05] .07* (.04) [.04] 

Seen Performance at School (N/Y) .05 (.03) [.04] .05 (.03) [.05] .04 (.03) [.05] 

Attend Theater with School (N/Y) .02 (.03)  [.02] .04 (.03) [.05] .15*** (.03) [.15] 

Incremental % variance explained (Adj R2) 2%* 10%*** 17%*** 

OUTSIDE SCHOOL FACTORS    



 

 

Involved in Drama Group/Class (N/Y) .16*** (.04) [.15] .02 (.04) [.04] .22*** (.04) [.21] 

Frequency Family Attend Performing Arts .21*** (.03) [.22] .26*** (.03) [.26] .37*** (.03) [.37] 

Frequency Attend Sporting Event .08* (.01) [.07] .17*** (.01) [.17] .15*** (.01) [.14] 

Incremental % variance explained (Adj R2) 8%*** 19%*** 37%*** 

Notes. 

1. * p<.05  ** p<.01 *** p<.001 

2. Betas reported are from final step of each regression model 

3. Dance final model, F(14, 729)=5.86, p<.001; Music final model, F(14, 729)=13.16, p<.001; Theater/Drama final 
model, F(14, 729)=31.92, p<.001 

4. Betas in [ ] are based on Mplus regressions that adjust for clustering of students within schools 

5. Explained variance based on Adjusted R squared



 

 

 

 

 

Model 1: 

Attendance Live Dance 

(Adj R
2
 = .08***) 

Model 2 

Attendance Live Music 

(Adj R
2
 = .19***) 

Model 3 

Attendance Live Drama 

(Adj R
2
 = .37***) 

Age 

Gender (FM/M) 

SES 

Attend Theater with 
School (N/Y) 

Currently Study 
Performing Arts (N/Y) 

Drama Group/Class Out-
of-School (N/Y) 

Frequency Family Attend 
Performing Arts 

Frequency Attend 
Sporting Event 

.15 

.14 

.21 

.37 

.17 

.16 

.13 

.15 

.13 

-.12 

.26 

.22 

Figure 2. Standardized beta weights from final step of hierarchical regressions 
predicting frequency of attendance at dance (Model 1), music (Model 2), and live 
theater (Model 3). 

 

Notes. All beta weights significant at p < .001; Complete set of beta weights in Table 2. 
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