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Shelley Piasecka 
In the Thick of It:  Proximities of Belonging in Drama Research 
 
Abstract 
 
Themes of belonging: to a group, identity, culture and place have dominated 
education and performance research in recent years. For the social sciences, the 
educational significance of belonging tends to surface within ethnicity and race (see 
Demie, 2005; Hassan, 2009; Tomlinson, 1998), gender and sexuality (see Cole, 2006) 
and self-esteem and citizenship education (see Ma, 2003; Halliday, 1999; Piper and 
Garratt, 2004). In these contexts, questions of belonging are typically premised upon 
ideas of inclusion and exclusion, notions of Otherness and constructs of personal and 
social identity. For the purposes of this paper, though, I approach belonging from the 
perspective of the dramatic inquiry and storytelling. To introduce the theme, I refer to 
proximities of belonging, as exemplified by Conquergood (2004) and for dramatic 
practice, Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. By way of illustration, I consider two 
projects undertaken as part my PhD: Heroes and Villains: a performance project with 
junior school children from a junior school in Stoke-on-Trent and Robin and the 
Pirate Letters: an early readers initiative for infant children in Cheshire East.    
 
 
This paper sets out to examine themes of belonging, which emerged during my PhD 
investigation of drama research in the primary school curriculum, 2012. Following on 
from Conquergood, I borrow the view that ‘[p]roximity, not objectivity, becomes an 
epistemological point of departure and return’ (Conquergood, 2004, p.149). 
According to Conquergood, ethnographic fieldwork has changed significantly in 
recent years. Modern modes of travel, global communication and the mass media 
have contributed towards a re-thinking of what it is to belong to a particular country, 
place or group. This is not to suggest an absence of borders and free travel between 
people and places, but to recognize that boundaries are not just lines on a map; they 
are as much ideologically and politically motivated. In extending the map metaphor to 
the performance studies agenda, Conquergood advocates the blurring of the borders 
between the researcher and participant(s). His seminal research and subsequent 
documentary of the Latin Kings, a street gang in North Chicago (The Heart Broken 
in Half, 1990) is an illustrative example. I have similarly looked towards proximity as 
an active research methodology. As part of my PhD, I spent four years as a participant 
observer and a drama practitioner in a junior school in Stoke-on-Trent. My impression 
of the city and the school, which matured considerably over time, offers a useful 
starting point to consider belonging.  
 
Locally known as the Potteries, Stoke-on-Trent spans more than twelve miles across 
six towns: Hanley, Fenton, Stoke, Longton, Burslem and Tunstall, an urbanized 
archipelago of sorts. Historically, the city has an important place in the industrial 
revolution. It is the birthplace of Wedgewood Pottery (1795) and also Moorcroft 
Pottery (1897). It is a history well documented but it would be worth pointing out a 
few significant details. The Leopard, a public house in the town of Burslem, once 
owned by Charles Darwin (1850), was reportedly a meeting place for Josiah 
Wedgewood, Thomas Bentley, Erasmus Darwin and James Brindley to discuss the 
cutting of the Grand Trunk Canal (1765). The canal, later known as the Trent and 
Mersey, was a key factor in the growth of the industrial revolution. The inland 
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waterways carried bone, clay, coal and later steel across the Midlands to factories, 
mills and pot-banks. It was a symbiotic relationship: The Princess, a steam-power 
grinding wheel in Jesse Shirley’s bone and flint mill in Etruria (1875) was powered by 
coal delivered by narrow-boats using the canals. 
 
Architecturally, the city’s buildings refer to an age when Stoke-on-Trent played a 
vital role in the nation’s economy. Tall, spindly brick chimneys and round-bellied pot-
banks jut out across the skyline. The novelist Arnold Bennet offers an evocative 
image of historical Stoke. The following extract from Clayhanger is commonly 
thought to refer to the town of Burslem: 
 

In front, on a little hill in the vast valley, was spread out the Indian-red 
architecture of Bursley – tall chimneys and rounded ovens, schools, the new 
scarlet market, the grey tower of the old church, the high spire of the 
evangelical church, the low spire of the church of genuflexions, and the 
crimson chapels, and rows of little red with amber chimney-pots, and the gold 
angel of the blackened town hall topping the whole’ (Bennet, 1910, p.20). 

 
 
In recent years, jobs in the pottery industries have been hard to find. Many of the pot-
city’s banks have closed down along with heavy-based industrial factories (Shelton 
Bar Steelworks in one such example). Stoke-on-Trent fell into a deep and long-lasting 
economic decline. According to Barkham, ‘three decades ago, more than 50,000 
people worked in the potteries; now 6,000 do. Stoke has one of the lowest proportions 
of people in employment in England and Wales’ (Barkham, 2008, p.8). In some parts 
of the city, deprivation continues to be high. According to the Department for Health: 
 

The health of the people of Stoke-on-Trent is generally worse than the 
England average. Deprivation is higher than average and about 13,800 
children live in poverty. Life expectancy for both men and women is lower 
than the England average... In year 6, 24.0% of all children are classified as 
obese, worse than the average for England. Levels of teenage pregnancy, 
GCSE attainment, breast feeding and smoking in pregnancy are worse than the 
England average (Public Health England, 2013, n.p). 

 
 
Politically, the city is a Labour stronghold, but at the time of writing-up my PhD there 
were signs that the city was swinging towards the far right. In the years between 
2006-2010 the British National Party made significant gains in Stoke for council 
elections (Labour regained the seats in 2011). In 2010, Nick Griffin launched the BNP 
Election Manifesto in the city, describing Stoke at the “Jewel in the Crown” for the 
Party. One reason given for the rise of the BNP is a perceived geographical and 
cultural tension between ethnic groups in the city, which does not entirely tally with 
census data. Barkham cites the example of Bentilee, a ward in the east of the city, to 
illustrate his point. In 2008, the British National Party gained nine seats in the city 
council, three from Bentilee, even though ‘Bentilee residents are overwhelmingly 
white. Census records show that just 1.9% of the population is from black and ethnic 
minorities’ (Barkham, 2008, n.p). As a counter-response, community-art initiatives, 
such as those exemplified by the now withdrawn Creative Partnerships, attempted to 
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tackle cultural segregation and racism in the city. These include Reveal Theatre 
Company’s theatre-in-education projects: Game On and Silent Anger (2010). 
 
Taking this into account, the outlook for young people in Stoke-on-Trent does not 
appear promising. I have seen, at first hand, the consequences of economic and 
cultural deprivation. I have observed children without a proper school uniform, those 
at risk of school exclusion, children in the care system and I have dealt with 
challenging and highly disruptive behaviour. Not withstanding these concerns, 
proximity reveals a more contradictory perspective. I have worked with highly 
imaginative children and teachers and have seen the most restrictive and unlikely of 
spaces transform into vibrant and creative learning environments. The school for my 
research setting lacked green fields and wide-open spaces and to the casual observer it 
can feel cramped. Nonetheless, it is a bright building and many drawings, 
photographs, posters and poems cover walls, doors and classrooms.  Despite the 
barriers to learning some children face, it is a happy school. There is clear sense of 
community and teachers work hard to provide support and extra activities and visits to 
museums and parks are commonplace. 
 
The point, here, is that proximity affords a more nuanced view of the field, it demands 
a physical presence, privileging lived experience above abstract theorizing, or as 
Conquergood puts it, ‘the armchair research of more sedentary and cerebral methods’ 
(1991, p.180). Moreover, it enabled me to understand fully the lives of my research 
participants. The project Heroes and Villains, (2008) exemplifies this point.  
 
Heroes and Villains  
This project prioritized children struggling with shyness and poor self-esteem, with 
the aim of developing confidence and visibility. I worked with six year 5 children 
over a seven-week period for a full morning or afternoon once a week. We worked 
towards a forum theatre performance on bullying and a practical demonstration of 
how to throw a fireball.  Not all of the work created in the seven-week period was 
presented to an audience; much of our time was spent playing and exploring.  For the 
first stage of Heroes and Villains, I asked the children to imagine that they had been 
given superpowers and to draw a picture of themselves, as a superhero, in their 
notebooks. For the duration of the project I referred to the children by their superhero 
names: Shining Angel, Super Spartacus, Lord Kroak, Glowing Devil, Black Hole and 
Ninja Angel. Likewise, for the purposes of this paper, the participants are referred to 
as their superhero identities. 
 
Similar to Boal’s argument for ‘[m]aking the body expressive’ (Garoian, 1999, p.59), 
we reached an understanding of our heroes and villains through the perspective of the 
body. Games and activities developed a physical presence, such as walking, running, 
flying, crawling and throwing fireballs. Individual motifs were shown to the group 
and shared, copied and parodied. Inspiration for our villains came from cartoons and 
comic books. Given that the pedagogic aim for the project was to build 
communicative bridges between children, it was important that other children (and 
adults) were not perceived as villains. It would be very easy for the participants to 
equate personal experiences of bullying to the notion of villainy, but this would not 
allow the work to move much beyond a subjective response to the project brief. A 
playful and imaginative response, though, allows children to explore the concept and 
to take risk within secure activity:  
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For this session we had been playing with image theatre, tableau and movement in 
order to create the villains for our Heroes and Villains project. The children had been 
experimenting with how their villains walk and talk and appropriate names and 
superpowers were created: Nails, Devil’s Hot Ball, Ninja Ball, Nethers, Fireball and 
Shadow. The playground is normally quiet at this time of the morning and teachers or 
children happening to pass by would have seen us leaping, swirling, crouching and 
crawling across the tarmac. For anyone looking a little closer and paying a little 
more attention, they may have realised that a battle of huge and fantastical 
proportions was taking place (diary notes: 11/06/08). 
 
We also considered heroes from personal and cultural reference points: teachers, 
religious leaders, police officers, fire officers, parents, siblings and friends.  As part of 
the project the children played with ideas of cultural and social difference. Lord 
Kroak, referring to an image theatre exercise, said: ‘we are all different and this 
makes us the same’ (2008). Children also sought definitions from adults working their 
schools and interviewed the Head Teacher, teachers, a dinner lady and a school 
governor. 
 
In keeping with our theme of heroes and villains, I introduced Meyerhold’s Methods 
of Physical Action in order to show the children how to throw a fireball. Meyerhold, a 
student of the Russian theatre director Stanislavski, developed a way of working 
referred to as biomechanics. We adapt Meyerhold’s methods of throwing a stone, 
replacing it with an imaginary fireball, adding sound effects, leaps and falls.  To 
perform this well takes a great deal of discipline, focus and awareness of how the 
body moves. The exercise also provided a creative way in which to test issues of 
conflict and physical contact within a controlled and safe space. The children 
practised the exercise for a number of weeks in order to run a master class for their 
audience: 
 
Fireball Demonstration 
Ninja Angel explained the rules to the audience, drawing attention to the correct 
procedures for handling and throwing a fireball. Health and safety rules were 
discussed and demonstrations given by the performers. For children, described by 
their teachers as shy, nervous and unwilling to take part in group-led discussions, this 
was a remarkable achievement. As I watched the session unfold, I saw my role as 
teacher and workshop leader disappear and become redundant as they (the children) 
became the focus of attention – not just as performers in a project, but also as experts 
in their field (diary notes: 08.07.08). 
 
We also worked for four weeks preparing a forum theatre performance. This followed 
a simple storyline about a girl who did not have friends to play with at school. In the 
opening scene the girl is shown sitting by herself and watching a group of children 
play. In the second scene the girl tries to make friends but is rejected and is laughed at 
by the other children. In the third scene the girl is shown on her own in the classroom. 
It was important that the scenes had an everyday quality and something the children 
could relate to. We followed broadly Boal’s approach to simultaneous dramaturgy 
within the Theatre of the Oppressed. Of this, Boal writes:  
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We would present a play that chronicled a problem to which we wanted to find 
a solution. The play would run its course up to the moment of crisis – the 
crucial point at which the protagonist had to make a decision. At this point, we 
would stop performing and ask the audience what the protagonist should do. 
Everyone would make their own suggestions. And on the stage the performers 
would improvise each of these suggestions till all had been exhausted (1995, 
p.3). 

 
Boal describes a key moment in the development of the Theatre of the Oppressed 
when a woman in the audience, who was clearly frustrated with their attempts to deal 
with the problem of a cheating husband, entered the stage and improvised the scene 
herself. For Boal, this was the birth of the spect-actor, ‘in a Theatre of the Oppressed, 
there are no spectators, only active observers (or spect-actors). The centre of gravity is 
in the auditorium, not on the stage’ (2005, p.40). Similarly, we encouraged the 
audience to take an active role in our forum theatre performance and to improvise new 
scenes with the actor participants.  
 
Written and spoken feedback, in addition to the practical work, indicates that children 
felt a genuine sense of belonging to the project. The following extracts have been 
taken from the participants’ notebooks. At the end of each session, I asked for a few 
words of feedback and the children were encouraged to write whatever they liked: 
 
Black Hole: 
 

x This lesson was very, very good. I can’t wait till next week. Thank you. 
x This was a really good lesson because we did about heroes and villains. 
x This lesson is really good because it was about forum theatre and it was the 

best lesson yet and I hope that next week is better. 
x This lesson was really good and I hope next week is better. 
x This week was the best week ever and tomorrow we have to perform on a 

stage. 

Shining Angel: 
 

x Today we did some plays about heroes saving people. I really enjoyed it. I  
x Today it was brillant [sic]. Shelley is a really good teacher, it’s fun being with 

her. We really enjoyed it. IT WAS GREAT!  
x Today was the bestest [sic] lesson we ever had. ITS GREAT FUN! 

 
Super Spartacus: 
 

x I thought this group is the best and we played games. I like the games best. 
x I liked when we performed and asked people who is a hero. 
x I liked this lesson because we played. 
x I like today it was fantastic. 
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Glowing Devil: 
 

x Today is has been really FUN! and Shelley is ded [sic] nice. 
x Today was brilliant and I’ve made a villain up who is called Ninja Fireball and 

Shelley is so nice. 
x Brilliant and Shelley is sooo nice. 
x Today was good and I coloured in my villain and hero. 

 
On one hand, I felt a great deal of satisfaction after reading the children’s feedback. I 
am aware, however, that the diary entries say more about my own role as teacher and 
practitioner than the project itself, shown for example, in the lines: ‘Shelley is so nice’ 
and ‘Shelley is a really good teacher, it’s fun being with her’. I have not included 
these comments to elevate my status, but to suggest that my proximity to the school 
had fed directly into the children’s writing. Face-to-face modes of research are 
necessarily personal and inter-subjective. It is not surprising therefore, that children 
had referred to me in their notebooks, as it was an experiential project shared by all 
participants. 
 
Nevertheless, I also wished the study to have a broader and transferable application 
for primary school teachers.  Whereas lived experience was an important research 
methodology, the study was also a pedagogic inquiry into educational drama. In order 
to assess its effectiveness for other teachers I needed to be able to step away. On the 
one hand, proximity had brought me closer to understanding the lives of children and 
teachers. But, whilst enabling, it had blinded me to other ways of seeing. To put it 
another way, I was unsure whether the effectiveness of Heroes and Villains was due 
to pedagogies undertaken or because of my own teaching abilities. In all honesty, it 
was probably a mixture of the two. Although, I could articulate a greater 
understanding of the research environment, I was less able to say that the project 
would work without my direct intervention. Moreover, I was unable to separate my 
own involvement in the project. I needed, then, to find a method that offered 
proximity, whilst at the same time a degree of distance. I also sought an approach that 
gave the learning experience directly to the child, to facilitate a greater sense of 
autonomy. This prompted the creation of a new project: Robin and the Pirate Letters.   
 
Robin and the Pirate Letters  
Given the priority given to reading, particularly since the introduction of the National 
Literacy Framework (1997) concerns over how and when children read occupy a 
dominant position in educational research. In terms of how children learn to read, 
Wyse and Goswami note that following the “Rose Report” (2005) there has been a 
wholesale emphasis upon synthetic phonics. In a far-reaching review of current 
literature, Goswami similarly finds that ‘proponents of synthetic phonics argue that 
there is only one way to the alphabetic system, and that the failure of schools to 
adhere to this (and only this) teaching method is the direct cause of the slow pace at 
which many English children learn to read’ (2007, p.273).  Related to this but from a 
sociological perspective, Griswold et al (2005) explore the relationship between 
reading and social class. In an earlier study, Cosgrove and Morgan (2000) examine 
the correlation between reading ability and television and computer games usage in 
Ireland.   
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For my own part, I was interested in exploring how autonomy facilitates a greater 
enjoyment of reading. I have looked towards the experience of reading rather than the 
mechanics of learning. The former Children’s Laureate, Michael Rosen, argues that 
‘children’s lives are circumscribed by explicit and implicit rules. These come 
ultimately from all the adults around them. No matter how hard we as adults try, we 
find it very difficult to grant children autonomy over parts of their own lives’ (2009).   
Robin and the Pirate Letters aimed to create a magical and autonomous reading 
experience for young readers, within a supportive setting.   
 
The impetus for the project dated back to August 2008. I had spent the first half of the 
summer holiday working on a scrapbook with my young son. This was a thinly 
disguised attempt at extra schoolwork and my son, rather predictably, saw through it: 
I was the one gluing photographs and writing short descriptive statements in the 
scrapbook, whilst he was happily elsewhere. I wanted him to take ownership of his 
learning and so shortly afterwards a series of letters appeared on the doormat. They 
followed the story of Robin, a character, whose Grandfather had been kidnapped by a 
band of pirates.  The story used key words and blended sounds and each letter 
included a special task. I was able to follow and support my son’s learning from a 
unique hidden vantage point, particularly since he believed he was the only person 
who could read the letters. He was also unaware that I was the author of the story. 
This prompted me to approach his school with a view to running Robin and the Pirate 
Letters with a larger group of children. 
 
The project ran in the six-week half term, leading up to the Easter holidays (2009). 
There were ten letters in total (two per week) and my identity as author and creator 
hidden. The project itself was delivered by teachers and teaching assistants at the 
school. Initially, there were twelve in the sample group, in years one and two, but a 
teacher inadvertently gave a letter to a boy with the same name as one of the 
participants. Disappointed not be included he asked the head teacher for a “magic 
letter” and so I increased the group to thirteen. 
 
Robin and the Pirate Letters worked on the premise that only the child could see the 
printed text. This required some ingenuity (and imagination) from the adult 
participants, but it was a necessary element of the project. For new or tricky words 
readers were encouraged to sound or spell out the word. In effect, the letters formed a 
short story. Robin, the central character, had written to the participants for help. A 
band of pirates, led by Pirate Black Jack, had kidnapped his Grandfather. A task was 
included with each letter, to help Robin find and rescue his Grandfather. For example, 
in the third letter the Grandfather disappears into a magic box. For this task, the reader 
helps Robin find his way through a secret tunnel. In the fifth letter, the Grandfather is 
in a cave held captive. To free him the reader must solve a secret code.  In the sixth 
letter, Robin and his Grandfather escape on a small boat; but it is dark and they need a 
light from a lighthouse: 
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Drawings of a lighthouse: to help Robin and his Grandfather see their way in the dark 
(2009). 
 
The letters worked alongside the child’s own learning stage and key words and 
sounds. In the above example, the letter concentrated on “ight”: light, lighthouse, 
night.  The first letter focused on the difference between the words “like” and “live”: I 
like it here and I live here. I also connected the tasks to classroom learning. To help 
the reader solve the secret code in letter five (and in keeping with theme), I designed a 
version of the 100 number grid used in maths, adorned with skull and crossbones. I 
also differentiated each letter depending on reading ability and followed the progress 
of each participant.  For three readers I needed to make the letters easier and to 
include greater repetition of key sounds.  
 
I gathered feedback for the project in communication with the Head Teacher. We 
discussed participant and teacher response. In the first letter, I included pre-printed 
stickers for children to label a pirate galleon. However, I received feedback that these 
were too small and arguing broke out in one group over the labels. As an outsider (in 
the fullest sense of the word), my main contact with the project was via the letters and 
tasks returned to me each week. To encourage autonomy, I scanned the children’s 
drawings to create personalized stamps for the letters.  The child’s ownership of the 
project was then visible in a literal sense.  It also instilled a sense of magic and 
wonder, especially as I deposited the letters in a pirate chest the children had made 
with a teaching assistant. For the last letter, I went into the school to help the children 
with their reading. It was a remarkable opportunity to have my own work explained to 
me from the perspective of a child. Participants described, to me, the character Robin 
and how Pirate Black Jack had kidnapped his Grandfather. They told me about the 
pirate chest, the stamps and the secret tasks.  A small boy showed me the stamp on his 
letter; it was his drawing of Pirate Black Jack. I acted surprised and asked how it was 
possible. With a big smile and drawing a circle in the air, he said, ‘it’s magical’. I 
asked the children if I could write down their thoughts of the letters: 
 

x It was quite fun reading it and had a good ending. I did really enjoy it and it 
was very good fun. 
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x The letters were very interesting and I loved them and I liked them very much. 

 
x I liked reading the letters the best. It was fun and I liked the pictures. My 

favourite thing is writing. 

 
x Very, very, very, very, very, very good. 

 
x If you read it for a long time you will get some ideas. You might write or a 

picture or pretend you are someone else.  

 
x I liked the activities. It was magical. 

 
x It had a pirate in it. It was fun and it had a boy called Robin. I liked it. 

 
x They were fun. They were really good. I liked doing the stuff. 

 
I am aware that much more needs doing in order to establish the full potential of this 
project. I am confident that the children enjoyed and valued the experience, based a 
little on their comments and teacher observations.  Mostly, though, I have taken into 
account their enthusiasm to produce drawings and maps, answer puzzles and solve 
clues.  I suggest this tentatively, though, since the project requires a more detailed 
consideration of how early childhood reading. As a preliminary study this was a small 
sample group over a relatively short period. In order to ascertain how the project 
might secure reading it needs rolling out to more children and across the school year. 
To be effective and wide ranging, evidence gathering needs a systematic and varied 
approach: to include questionnaires, interviews, conversation and observation as well 
as a narrative framework. This came to light during the project, but felt that to take it 
further would interrupt the completion of my then on-going study. I initiated Robin 
and the Pirate Letters due to concerns of proximity. Of importance was the child’s 
willingness to enter into make-believe and imagination and in doing so, connecting 
learning to experience.    
 
Concluding Observations 
A close relationship to the research setting has revealed what children find important: 
having a friend to sit next to at lunchtime, someone to play football with, the courage 
to speak up in class and to initiate friendship. When the participants for Heroes and 
Villains created their superheroes one of the girls selected the identity Ninja Angel, 
which prompted another girl to choose a similar name, Shining Angel. Early into the 
project, I asked the superheroes to interview each other and to record their questions 
and answers in their notebooks: 
 
Shining Angel: Are you happy when you play with me? 
   Am I your best friend? 
   If I tell you a secret will you tell other people? 
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Lord Kroak:  Do you like being my friend? 
   Are you my best friend? 
   Are you kind, sensible and clever? 
   Are you a bully? 
 
Super Spartacus: Are you my best friend? 
   Do you like playing with me? 
   Are you sensible in school? 
   Do you bully people sometimes? 
 
The interviews were conducted after the participants had created their superhero 
identities and their questions could have focused on their new (imaginative) 
superpowers. But, instead the children focused on friendship and security. For this 
group in particular, friendship was a prevailing concern. If we wish our work to be 
transformational, if we want our research to matter, we need to begin with the child. 
We also need to be in a position to listen. The importance of which should not be 
underestimated, if we wish to take the personal and social lives of children seriously.  
 
To return to Conquergood, ‘the bodily nature of fieldwork privileges the process of 
communication that constitutes the “doing” of ethnography: speaking, listening and 
acting together’ (1991, p. 181).  Belonging is crucial to this respect. To arrive at 
belonging takes time, commitment and a willingness to enter into the unknown and to 
be surprised. As we emerge into the field, new understandings come to light, which 
could only emerge through being there, in the moment(s) of meaning. The project, 
Robin and the Pirate Letters replaced a physical presence with a different kind of 
proximity. Participants were encouraged to engage with the imagined and magical 
from the perspective of autonomy. To conclude, my work with children and teachers 
shows that we do not fix belonging into stasis. Our understanding of what it is to 
belong, to an identity, a community or a belief system will change, depending on our 
relationship with others. Conquergood says that ‘this is the view from ground level, in 
the thick of things’ (2004, p.312). 
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