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Thesis Administration 

Abstract 

This interdisciplinary thesis assembles the literature from the fields of scenography and 

performance studies with those of Practice Based Learning (PBL) and Education studies, 

navigating the ways in which the ideas within these landscapes might intersect.  Framing 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as sociomaterial situated contexts, the thesis 

responds to the call of Hann (2019) to adopt scenography as a way to evoke both critical 

and practical possibilities beyond the practices of design and traditional territories of 

performance.  In doing so the work offers contributions to the fields of scenography and 

PBL and critically, creates a meta-cognitive Interdisciplinary contribution to the literature 

which the thesis calls practice scenographics; a term used to describe the ways in which 

components of situated practice come together forming moments of processional learning. 

 

Recognising theatre and performance as a broad and expanding field, with heterogeneous 

ways of making theatre, framed here as scenography methods, the thesis identifies the 

dilemma of the HEI pedagogue who must co-construct learning activity in ways which 

enables both in-depth knowledge and subject breadth, so that knowledge might be 

recontextualised by scenographers in wider paradigms.  With a documented skills gap in 

the backstage entertainment industry, the thesis presents both personal and industry 

arguments outlining the necessity of this work. 

 

Through a flexible research design utilising semi-structured interviews to collect data from 

students, graduates and pedagogues, the thesis will consider HEI performance practice as 

a unique mode of performance within a web of performance practice possibilities.  It will 

highlight the heterogeneous trajectories of students studying technical theatre practice in 

Higher Education Institutions.  In doing so, the thesis is able to make specific 

recommendations for pedagogues looking to embark on or reconsider, the ways in which 

students are orientated to their craft.  A thesis exploring the pedagogy and learning of 

technical theatre practice.    
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Impact Statement  

 

This thesis sheds light on the ways in which technical theatre, as a vocational practice, is 

taught within HEI’s constructing a novel interdisciplinary approach to pedagogy and 

learning.  The thesis speaks directly to pedagogues looking to teach technical theatre 

practice within HEI contexts, within the UK.  There is scope for this research to speak to 

contexts beyond the UK, and to those teaching technical theatre in wider contexts, such as 

apprenticeship or work-based training.  Further still, it may offer ways to consider wider 

vocational subject areas.  As a pedagogue, this work directly impacts the way in which I 

now teach as I signpost the heterogeneous practices of scenography as well as 

encouraging diverse personal future trajectories.  It also changes the ways in which I 

advocate technical training within wider institutional conversations, looking to influence 

how technical curricula are delivered at a local, institutional level.  

 

The flexible research design, multi-method analytical approach and interdisciplinary frame 

have enabled this work to speak across disciplines, creating a language for collaboration 

within and beyond the academy.  The ideas within this work have set the author on a 

surprising trajectory of work, co-creating arts programmes and scenography installations.  

Co-written articles have been published and are in review with leading journals in the fields 

of theatre and performance education.  Through collaboration, the work, both practical and 

written, has engaged with scholars in the fields of events management, applied sociology, 

arts curation, photography and the performing arts.  Work evolving from these newfound 

inter-disciplinary and cross-sector approaches has engaged with community groups, 

charities and local organisations.  Through the expanded lens of technical education, the 

work has given me the confidence to successfully lead on a bid for £100,000 for a three-

year project, upskilling Black and Global majority elders in digital technologies in the 

Borough of Greenwich.  This is a collaborative project with the Caribbean Social Forum 

(Woolwich), a local community group and with Professor Tracey Reynolds, University of 

Greenwich.  Components of these works have been seen on the BBC.  They have been 

awarded prizes in Knowledge Exchange (University of Greenwich) and were part of the 

successful nomination for our community partner to be awarded the national Census 2021 

Award, one of only 22 awards across the United Kingdom, 

 

More broadly, the work in this thesis describes how people learn technical arts practices in 

HEIs.  As such it forms part of a national conversation on the role of HEIs in technical and 
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artistic craft.  Whilst the thesis does not focus on the current changes within UK HEI policy, 

it notes the relative hostility towards arts subjects and HEIs more generally.  As such it is 

hoped that the work here might lead to positive conversations around the role of HEIs in 

technical arts education.   
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Chapter 1  - Investigating technical theatre training, in Higher Education 

Institutions (HEI) levels 4-6 within the United Kingdom (UK).   

 

An Introduction 

This interdisciplinary thesis investigates technical theatre training in Higher Education 

Institutions at levels 4-6 within the United Kingdom.  It draws on both practice-based 

learning (PBL) theories and concepts from within theatre and performance studies, with 

specific reference to the concept of scenography.  Its focus has emerged after a portfolio 

career, having worked as a production, stage and technical manager across multiple 

industry forms and having taught technical theatre practices since 2009, within multiple 

institutions at HE levels 4-7. During this time, I have encountered HEI students across 

universities and drama schools.  In this thesis, the term ‘drama school’ might also be 

referred to as a ‘conservatoire’.   

 

Broadly this chapter is split into two parts.  The first, ‘Technical Theatre Training: Cases for 

Investigation’ presents two cases for why this research is necessary.  The first, a personal 

and practice-based argument which outlines how I arrived at this investigation, presenting 

my own professional trajectory.  The second, an argument from the industry, builds a case 

from the literature within the backstage entertainment industry.  The second section of the 

chapter moves to outline how I will research technical theatre training in the UK HEIs.  It 

will procedurally chart both the thesis’s aims and research questions, outline the research 

approach and present the research trajectory. 

 

This chapter will highlight the ways in which I have been influenced by specific 

contemporary and personal devised theatre practices, changing the ways in which I 

approach technical theatre practice and as such teach it.  It will recognise how, at times, 

these personal methods of theatre work have been at odds with traditional methods of 

technical theatre practice.  The section will describe a personal experience whilst working 

across a university and a drama school where different methods of performance were 

showcased next to each other.  Within this example, the chapter will recognise the ways in 

which the approach to theatre making was different across these different HEI structures 

within the same institution.  Out of this observation, the chapter will discuss how the 

approaches between this conservatoire and university degree programme were different.  

This is framed as, for the drama school, a traditional system of design and management 
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characterised by clear roles, whilst in the university, the thesis will describe an approach 

which I now frame as scenography.  Scenography is defined here as a holistic approach, 

where scenography methods of theatre production are interconnected.  By scenography 

methods I refer to the component disciplines and ways of working encountered, through 

performance, such as lighting, sound and costume, to name a few.  Within this personal 

narrative, the chapter will begin to introduce core terms.  These will be clearly defined 

across chapter two and explored throughout. 

 

This chapter then moves to outline the reasons why this research is important.  Important 

not only for pedagogues within HEIs but also for the backstage entertainment industry, 

which our students enter after graduating.  It will highlight the ways in which technical 

theatre and perhaps the arts, in general, had been perceived by policymakers before the 

pandemic hit, with specific reference to the governmental review in 2017, which identified 

a skills shortage for workers in the backstage entertainments industry.  At the time of 

completing this PhD, the industry has been on hold due to the Covid-19 pandemic, 

changing the ways in which performance is both created and consumed by audiences.  As 

we move back to encountering live stages however, unless we change the way in which 

we think about technical theatre training, the perceived training shortages will still be 

prevalent.  It makes the case for a centrist position between the ways of working of 

universities and drama schools, redefining what a theatre professional emerging out of an 

HEI might both be able to do and think.   

 

The chapter then turns to presenting the aim of the research and outlines the research 

questions.  This section notes the ways in which the aims and research questions connect 

to the thesis’ critical framework.  The research questions, in themselves, speak to the 

languages developed by both the literature in practice-based learning and theatre and 

performance studies.  As such, the questions here signpost the trajectory of discussion 

across the thesis, where the terms will themselves be more fully defined and developed 

across the opening chapters.    

 

Having discussed the research aims and questions, the chapter recognises the scope of 

the research, bracketing out wider discussions whilst recognising the ways in which the 

approach taken in the thesis might speak to wider conversations.  It then moves to outline 

the research’s methodology before presenting an advance forward of the thesis’ structure. 
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Technical Theatre Training:  Cases for investigation 

The following two sections outline cases to investigate technical theatre within UK HEIs.  

The first, a personal and practice-based approach which describes my own trajectory both 

in and out of an HEI.  The second, draws from the literature of the backstage 

entertainment industry.  These cases jointly present the ways in which the knowledge of 

HEI graduates is sometimes at odds with the knowledge required for technical work.  The 

sections then moves to present a personal narrative of my work across technical theatre 

landscapes: in and out of an HEI context.   

 

Technical Theatre Training in an HEI:  A personal and practice-based case for investigation  
Having never formally trained in technical theatre, auditing a short course within a 

university drama and physical theatre degree programme, I quickly began to secure work 

as a Technical Stage Manager, for theatre performances in London, during and after 

graduation.  This paid work took place across many types of stage spaces. Work was often 

touring, moving from one venue to the next and often I did not know how a venue was set 

up, who its technical staffs were and the rules around equipment.  The types of venue 

configurations ranged from traditional theatres, where seats were laid out in front of the 

stage, through to venues which were seemingly found spaces, such as the flooded 

basement of the Rose Southbank, performance space being the footprint of the original 

Theatre in Southbank, London.  The role of technical stage manager often meant that I 

was the only technical team member on a show, operating both sound and lighting whilst 

also managing props and furniture on the stage.  The full company often only consisted of 

between 5-7 people, where the director and I would be the only non-actors. Alongside this 

work I formed a physical theatre company, specialising in storytelling and clown, with a 

past tutor and peers.  We secured funding from the Arts Council and charitable 

organisations across Europe and within two years of graduating I had toured as a 

company and production manager to multiple countries across multiple venues.  Each 

venue has different equipment and ways of working.  In Europe, these differences ranged 

from the types of plugs electrical equipment had on them, through to working practices 

based on local health and safety legislation or the personality of the staff.  I remember 

making a prop in a workshop where a technician was smoking a large cigar whilst his mate 

was up a ladder spray painting an obelisk, all inside and unventilated.  Over these early 

years of work, technology developed rapidly, so I had to learn new ways of doing.  For 

example, sound was always toured on mini discs, an almost indestructible way of touring 

music.  Now, this hardware is non-existent, having been replaced both domestically and in 
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industry, with a laptop, software and a sound file.  I recognise, on reflection, that these 

experiences taught me the practice of theatre making and that I was continually learning 

as both technical practices evolved and as I entered into new work contexts.  Working with 

more experienced peers and using a range of different technologies taught me a way of 

creating work and making money as a technical professional, forging a very personal 

identity and way of working.   

 

The nature of touring, especially as a new company, meant that there were times when 

there was no work.  Securing freelance work that paid a living wage was also fleeting.  

Having not studied technical theatre I had not developed the networks of contacts in the 

UK and as a slightly awkward person, small talk and introductions have never felt 

comfortable.  Alongside the company work, and out of necessity, I very quickly applied for 

a part time theatre technician job at a university.  The university had a department of dance 

and film with a theatre programme launching that year.  Pencilled into the curriculum was a 

short technical theatre module at HE4, which I agreed to teach.  The students I taught lit 

the numerous dance productions, managed the company of dancers and operated the 

sounds.  Each weekend we would re-rig the studio and experiment with different lighting 

configurations and we learnt, in the studio, together in practice.  Having never been 

formally taught, I was drawing from the past experience of touring and the need to be 

adaptable in approach.  The ways in which dancers worked seemed very similar to the 

way in which my theatre company worked.  Differences between the disciplines of dance 

and theatre emerged in some of the scenography methods.  Dance lends itself to being lit 

from the side, for example, to highlight the contours of the body.  In both theatre and 

dance, a warm-up is important, yet naturally, in dance, there is a closer attention to the 

body rather than the voice.  Similar too were the ways in which the dancers approached 

the work, through a method of devising.  Here devising means the creation of material that 

does not follow a pre-written script or pre-choreographed routine.  The dancers would 

create the work in studios, rehearsing and building on movement phrases across a clearly 

defined rehearsal period.  They would work with other people and at times with objects, 

props and scenery.  They might leave space open in the choreography to improvise and 

allow their bodies to dictate how and where they move based on some predetermined 

rules which they themselves had pre-set.  Similarly, my company told stories, often 

inspired by novels or fables and we would meet, in studios, together to find out how we 

might present our narratives for the stage; thinking through the various combinations of 

text, technology and character.  We left some spaces open for improvisation during our 
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shows, especially if an audience found one aspect funnier than another.  On these 

occasions, we might dwell on one part of the story for longer.  This meant that any 

predetermined lighting states or sound cues would have to be quickly changed to follow 

the action on the stage.   

 

Three years into working at the university, a drama school became attached to the HEI.  A 

new set of theatre spaces were built and the university departments merged into a school.  

As the only theatre technician at the university, I was restructured into part of a large 

production and technical team.  I started working across the university and drama school 

projects as a production manager.  In the same way, as with my university students, I 

worked with the Drama School technical theatre students.  The Drama School technical 

theatre students appeared much more technically competent than those from the 

university and knew in depth the ways in which certain pieces of equipment worked.  

Together we staged large scale musicals where over 100 people worked to make the 

production happen.  These students were trained in traditional technical theatre methods 

and could apply this method to any scale of production.  If however, due to time 

constraints, budget or resource constraints we needed to deviate from the method they 

had been taught, they struggled to adapt.  They would complain, often citing that this was 

because I was making them work unprofessionally.  An accusation which I found 

bewildering.  On one of the earliest events co-created between the drama school and the 

university courses, my company was asked to devise some work with the theatre students 

as part of an eclectic Gala of work.  Sandwiched between gospel singers and a large 

musical theatre number, the theatre students would perform in the style of my company.  

They would improvise and move around the stage in ways which were different to that of 

the dress rehearsal or technical rehearsal.  They moved out into the audience which would 

traditionally have been dark and moved at different paces than previously rehearsed, 

responding to the audience.  We had asked the operator to control our work using manual 

controls so light could be easily added as the scene developed, or to programme some 

additional cues which he might go to if needed.  This did not occur because to the 

operator, it was not a professional way of working.  This meant as the student performers 

improvised, they began to perform in and out of relative darkness.  Having recognised that 

they were not being lit, the student performers moved back to the stage confused by the 

new rules being imposed on them by the operator.  The work suffered, it was not enjoyable 

to watch and the students could not perform in the way they had been learning.  Thus, the 

ways in which theatre is made changes the way in which the technical components of that 
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work might be operated and utilised.  There appeared to be a difference between the ways 

in which those in the university and those in the drama school thought about making 

theatre.  This phenomenon is clearly characterised by Christopher Baugh, a professor in 

theatre and performance. 

 

The ‘conservatoire’ tends to have, at the core of training, a comprehensive body of 

artistic assumptions and the technical skills of practical realisation: a coherent 

understanding of ‘the profession’ for which it prepares students.  The universities, 

on the other hand, tends towards historical contextualization and theoretical 

underpinning of theatre and performance studies as a whole, with particular focus, 

in the pedagogy and practice, on what might be called a Gesamtkunstwerk 

articulation of the act of theatre and performance:  once that understands 

performance as a bringing together of all the qualities of acting, text, sound, 

costume and the visual. (Baugh, 2018: 35) 

 

The assumptions described by Baugh, speak to the traditional tried and tested methods of 

theatre making, which the drama school student’s I had encountered could cite and work 

within.  As Baugh describes, my attention had been on the bringing together of all of the 

parts of the theatre and finding novel ways of working.  An attention Baugh describes as 

scenography.  Whilst the university student’s I taught tended to be very flexible and could 

easily adapt to evolving situations in ways the drama school students could not, the 

university student’s depth of knowledge on theatre technologies or methods of theatre 

work was limited, instead of having a breadth of understanding.  The thesis recognises the 

tension between these positions.  If our students are to be able to adapt to emerging 

technologies or new ways of working, the notion of the technical theatre professional must 

bridge these positions which, at first glance, appear to be quite separate.  Whilst the next 

chapter will describe the ways in which the historic differences between conservatoires 

and universities have been eroding over the past decade, the thesis recognises that those 

emerging from an HEI into the industry must have enough depth of knowledge in specific 

methods and ways of working to secure work in clearly defined roles, whilst also be able to 

adapt to new emerging ways of working and technologies.  A need for an adequate 

breadth of knowledge.  I argue that the technical theatre professional needs to pay 

attention to the ways in which people and materials are brought together.  It positions this 

attention as professional, where technicians and technical practitioners are able to adapt 

their work practices to specific and changing work contexts.  

 

The above personal narrative has outlined some of the core tensions within the landscape 

of technical theatre training which included:  the conservatoire and the university, different 
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approaches to theatre making, the different modes of theatre and performance, the 

changing nature of technology, the relationship between technical theatre practices and 

performance and the different situated contexts in which theatre activity takes place.  

These tensions will be charted across the thesis, recognising the heterogeneous ways in 

which theatre components might come together in specific contexts to make performance 

work.  The section has begun to make a case to investigate the ways in which technical 

theatre practice is taught so that we might propose pedagogies to teach professional ways 

of working.  Having made the case from a personal stance, the chapter moves to make the 

case from the position of the backstage entertainment industry that, as you will see, 

recognise a skills gap in their workforce, including newly emerging graduates.    
 

Technical Theatre Training in HEIs:  An industry case for investigation 
Recognising that theatre and performance take place in heterogeneous ways and the 

ways in which graduates work across HEI contexts are different, this section recognises 

how a technical theatre graduate's experiences in education may not align with the types 

of work available upon graduation.  There is evidence, within the literature from the 

industry, that there is a problem with the technical workforce emerging out of higher 

education; specifically, around the skills of graduates wishing to work in technical theatre.  

This, coupled with data published in 2015 by the Department of Media, Culture and Sport 

that the entertainments industry is worth £87.4 billion a year (Statisticians, 2016) prompted 

a government inquiry in April 2017, ‘skills for the theatre industry’ (Pembroke, Peacock and 

Logan, 2017).  This looked specifically at how the industry might address perceived skills 

demands within the entertainment industry and reviewed both written and oral evidence 

from industry representatives, including, but not exclusively: the Association of British 

Theatre Technicians, The National College of Creative and Cultural Industries, UK Theatre, 

The Society of London Theatre, The Royal Court Theatre, The Arts Council and also 

Professor Jen Harvie, Professor of Contemporary Theatre and Performance and Director 

of Research in the School of English and Drama, Queen Mary University of London, who 

was positioned as a specialist advisor.  This inquiry however was cut short but the 

unexpected announcement of a General Election (2017) and so the final report notes that 

it was unable to develop conclusions or recommendations. Instead, it summarises the 

evidence heard, which I outline below.   

 

The inquiry bands five key concerns around industry training.  The first is that changes in 

educational policy, specifically the introduction of the English Baccalaureate (EBacc) with 
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its emphasis on subjects in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM), 

have had a detrimental effect on the status of arts subjects in state schools.  This focus on 

level three courses is useful to note as these provide the gateway into degree level study.  

It goes on to note that at this level there is ill-informed career advice relating to jobs in the 

theatre with a perception that a career in this sector is associated with insecure 

employment and “low pay or no pay”.  In addition to this, it suggests that there is little 

understanding of the full ‘gamut’ of jobs in the theatre sector, with inadequate training 

routes in some technical areas.  It goes on to say there was a strong appetite for a better 

apprenticeship scheme designed by and for the creative industries. This was seen as one 

part of a need for a wider matrix of better training opportunities.  The report noted that 

several witnesses drew attention to the number of performers, directors and writers from 

more affluent backgrounds and the corresponding under-representation of those from 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities and finally suggested that there 

were questions surrounding funding, particularly the impact of cuts by many local 

authorities. It suggested that whilst regional and fringe theatres of all kinds in London 

provide the opportunity for new talent both on and off stage, these theatres risk 

increasingly becoming ‘receiving houses’ rather than ‘producing houses’, a shift which 

threatens the next generation of theatre makers and further disadvantages those who live 

outside London.  (Pembroke, Peacock and Logan, 2017: 2) 

 

The findings highlight the mix of factors impacting the future decision making of people 

who might potentially seek work or enter the theatre industry within the UK.  It marks that 

educational practices should be discussed at multiple levels within the wider Government-

education system, including policymakers at government level, syllabus designers for 

levels pre and post-16, conversations around how we inform young people around career 

decisions and how we as an industry should strive to be inclusive. These five areas 

outlined in the report demonstrate potential barriers to recruiting into Further and Higher 

courses for the entertainment industry as a whole. 

 

This inquiry is not the first time concerns have been raised about the future of the Arts in 

the UK with specific emphasis on potential skills gaps and operational challenges.  A report 

titled ‘An analysis of Theatre in England’ commissioned by the Arts Council (Naylor et al., 

2016) had a core aim to gather an in-depth understanding of the current theatre industry, 

including production, modes of presentation and audiences across all funding models: 

subsidised, unfunded not-for-profit and commercial sectors.  It hoped to better understand 
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the changes within the industry over the past 15 years to figure out how it might better 

support the range of organisations it funds in the future.  This report found that there is a 

gap between skills demand and supply, particularly in technical areas.  That the sector 

training and career professional development provision is ad hoc and believed to be 

‘squeezed out’ by a lack of time and available funding.  It goes on to say that there are 

gaps in leadership skills and the development of future leaders whilst also having limited 

workforce diversity, particularly at leadership level (ibid).  It may be useful to note that this 

report was part of the evidence that the 2017 inquiry examined, and was referenced during 

the aforementioned inquiry.  (‘Inquiry: Skills for the theatre industry. Oral and Written 

evidence’, 2017: 3.2).  Subsequently in June 2017, the ‘Nordicity report’ was published.  In 

this report, skills shortages are identified in:  Stage automation, sound, lighting, production and 

set design, Marketing and/or communications specialists and theatre management (Smith, 2017). 

 

There appears to be a correlation between the barriers described for the sector as a whole 

and the potential areas of concern found by the technical skills gap within the workforce.  It 

suggests work needs to be done in order to overcome these barriers.  The Arts Council 

analysis goes further as it proposes there is a problem with Continuing Professional 

Development (CPD) training, suggesting that teaching and learning beyond Further 

Education (FE) and Higher Education (HE), which represent formal methods of teaching 

and learning, are not currently working.  This revelation is not a new phenomenon and was 

identified by a report by the Creative & Cultural Skills in 2010 which may be credited as 

setting the foundations of our current discussion.  The report aimed to start a conversation 

to ensure that the right people had sufficient skills, at the right time in order to allow the 

industry to continue to thrive.  It wanted to ensure: 

 

Proper information, advice and guidance on how to get into the sector and, for those 

mid-career, how to progress; a more diverse workforce making the most of our 

national talent pool, both onstage and offstage; courses that fully prepare students 

for the reality of the sector and the work they will be required to do; a greater 

emphasis on management and leadership training: these are the issues which, if 

properly addressed, will make the performing arts sector as highly skilled as 

possible. (Creative & Cultural Skills, 2010: 2) 

 

Frustratingly, the areas identified as requiring investigation in 2010, are the same areas 

being identified in 2017 as requiring further investigation and of equal importance at the 
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time of submitting this thesis, as the industry needs to adapt to a post-covid environment.  

This presents some evidence for the need for this research, specifically focusing on how 

we create courses which fully prepare students for the reality of the sector.   

 

This 2010 report found ‘Technical Skills’ to be the highest reported skills gap across the 

sector and notes additional problems with the industry’s ability to plan training in areas of 

professional and technical skills, with particular reference to poor CPD opportunities.  

Arguably, as CPD affects those already in employment, the provision gap identified here is 

post Level 3 training.  Where CPD does occur, the report notes that formal learning, such 

as graduate and postgraduate level training, apprenticeships, National Vocational 

Qualifications (NVQs) and specific union learning is the least favoured modes of training, 

preferring on the job coaching, as noted by 49% of those interviewed, alongside attending 

conferences (42%) and networking (39%)’ (CCSkills, 2010).  This hesitation for formal 

learning suggests a disconnect between Higher Education (HE) providers and the industry 

as a whole.  Whilst HE training is least common for staff development, ‘the sector as a 

whole is characterised by [personnel with] high levels of level 4 and above qualifications’ 

(ibid: 17).  If this is the case, then highly qualified recruits, those with level 4 qualifications 

and above, appear not to have the required skills to sustain a career in technical theatre.  

This suggests that either, the HE courses are not teaching the relevant skills in order to be 

competent within the industry and / or, the changing nature of technology within the field 

means that graduate skills are becoming irrelevant more quickly.  A possibility too may be 

that those entering the industry have trained in a different subject area and found their way 

into the industry.  Further research in this area is required to understand the significance of 

these level 4 and above qualifications in the current workforce.   

 

Skillset (2011) published comprehensive labour market information on the Creative 

Industries for sector employers to use in strategic planning and builds on the 2010 report, 

described above, to provide further comment on the potential skills gap within the sector.  

This report suggests that ‘more needs to be done to create a better supply of “job-ready‟ 

graduates into the Creative Industries as a whole. A better fit between employers, FE and 

HE providers needs to be developed with more relevant and up-to-date courses.’ (pp 18).  

Here, the problem of ‘job readiness’ is defined as the difference between ‘“qualified‟ 

potential recruits [and those] who do not have the specific “associate professional and 

technical” skills [required]’ (pp44).  This is picked up by Farthing (2012) noting feedback 

from the Association of British Theatre Technicians (ABTT) 
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The ABTT  feedback that university arts graduates are not actually ready to enter 

the Industry. Graduates believe that they can enter at a higher level than they really 

should…i.e. those who have degrees sometimes feel that they don’t need to be a 

trainee or an ASM. (pp 25) 

 

Bryan Raven, on giving evidence at the 2017 inquiry, framed the concern by suggesting 

‘the three year tertiary system’ create ‘an officer class’ whereas what we need is ‘more 

NCO’s (Lacey and Raven, 2017).  It is unclear from Farthing (2012) or Raven (2017) to 

what extent this phenomenon relates to technical theatre degrees or whether it is a 

comment about a broader set of undergraduate characteristics.  It is also unclear if the 

ABTT includes those who studied other broader degree programmes such as Drama 

under this heading or even seemingly unrelated areas such as politics or history?   

 

There are wider problems in identifying and reporting on ‘technical skills’ in this way.  

Having occupied multiple technical roles simultaneously, the term ‘technical’ appears to be 

a catch all term.  Something which the next chapter discusses in more detail.  As such, it 

does not offer the granular detail which occurs within subject disciplines for specific 

analysis.  It also moves away from considering skills in context and in relation to other 

disciplines.  This likely arises out of data collected from widely distributed surveys, where 

technical skills are easily reported against as individual components through tick boxes or 

sliding scales.  Where a breakdown is offered in the literature under the heading ‘Current 

Skills Gap’ (Smith, 2017:18), job roles are listed, which in themselves either appear very 

broad, ‘Production Team’ or very specific ‘Stage Automation Technician or designer.’  This 

suggests a difficulty in reporting against or articulating roles which fall between traditional 

job roles or technical theatre practices, which, in itself, provides some weight to a need, to 

consider technical theatre work through the lens of scenography.  Scenography is a frame 

to consider the coming together of performance making methods.  Whilst other reports 

reframe the conversation of skills gap to job readiness, or workforce pipeline, there 

appears a lack of discussion or analysis around the situated nature of technical work.  In 

addition, the extent to which theatre and performance might be changing as it becomes 

more hybridised is also under articulated or analysed.   

 

The industry critique however does call into question the ways in which technical theatre is 

taught within the UK, throughout all levels of education but especially Higher Education.  
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Thus, this thesis will look at the models of teaching technical theatre in higher education to 

analyse technical theatre training in more detail, with the hope to provide some guidance 

for HE technical theatre training pedagogues moving forward. 

 

Investigating Technical Theatre Training in UK HEI’s 

The following three sections present the research arc within this thesis.  It first outlines the 

research’s aim and questions before outlining the overall research design. It then moves to 

talk through the research’s trajectory, presenting an advanced organiser of the chapters to 

come. 

 

Investigating technical theatre training:  The Research questions  
The chapter has made both a personal, practice-based case for this investigation into 

technical theatre training in Higher Education Institutions within the UK.  It has also 

demonstrated a need for pertinent industry literature.  It has recognised the need for 

technical students to have a depth of knowledge in specific theatre practices whilst also a 

breadth of understanding, being able to adapt to new contexts.  The chapter has proposed 

that the technical theatre professional needs to understand the ways in which people and 

materials are brought together holistically.  This attention or approach, the thesis calls 

scenography, drawing from the literature from theatre and performance studies.   

 

As such the main research question is: 

 

What are the implications for HEI pedagogy and learning when production and 

technical theatre practices are re-orientated as practices of scenography? 

 

To investigate this question, the thesis will ask the following three connected sub-

questions: 

 

1. How do different HEI scenography degrees affect HEI scenographer 

trajectories? 

2. How do HEI scenography (social and material) practices prepare learners for 

scenography work and broader contexts? 

3. What are the recommendations which can be made for teaching 

scenography practice in the future? 

 

Here ‘HEI scenography degrees’ reframes the notion of the technical theatre degree, 

placing emphasis on holistic understandings of theatre making.  The term scenographer is 
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defined simply here as a person who engages in scenography activity and the notion of 

trajectory recognises the ways in which students or HEI scenographers travel through a 

degree programme of study.  These terms will be unpacked and explored further in the 

next couple of chapters.  This thesis is a response, in part, to Hann’s provocation in 

Beyond Scenography, where the reader is invited to gain confidence in applying 

scenography to wider fields (Hann, 2019: 136).  It will look to apply the concepts of 

scenography to the learning and pedagogy of technical theatre in HEIs within the UK.  In 

doing so it takes a novel approach. 

 

Investigating technical theatre training:  The research approach  
To speak to technical theatre training in HEIs, within the UK, the thesis’ research design 

will recognise the ways in which each HEI context is unique.  As such, the investigation will 

look to shed light on the characteristics of scenography practice, the implications this has 

for different HEI contexts and the implications for their associated pedagogies.  To do this, 

the thesis adopted a flexible research design, (Robson, 2002: 164-200), which can adapt 

to the differences across and between situated HEI contexts.  This approach has enabled 

the iterative flow between perspectives from performance studies, practice-based learning 

and empirical research leading to a unique unit of analysis which the thesis calls, practice 

scenographics.  This novel approach looks to understand the ways in which social and 

material components come together in HEI scenography practices paying particular 

attention to the ways in which learning and pedagogy are experienced in the university and 

the drama school. In doing so the thesis was designed to speak to the author's 

experiences in Higher Education and looked to find ways of working which spoke to wider 

technical theatre professionals and expertise.  It did this in two ways.  Firstly, thematising 

transcripts from semi-structured interviews with pedagogues, students and graduates in 

order to recognise the similarities and differences between HEI contexts.  Secondly, by 

focussing on two short stories from two students in different contexts.  These will shed light 

on the nature of learning scenography in HEIs.  By the end of the thesis, core findings 

enable the research to offer new insights into the conceptual Fields of Practice Based 

Learning and Theatre and Performance, whilst also being able to be operationalised by 

technical theatre pedagogues within HEI contexts.  

 

This research is being submitted as we emerge out of a global pandemic.  Whilst Higher 

Educational institutions have had to navigate various government lockdowns and the ways 

in which education has been taught have had to navigate, at times, digital spaces.  This 
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does not form the focus of this work.  Empirical phases of the research took place pre-

pandemic and the work recognises that, as theatres reopen, technical theatre practitioners 

or scenographers will need to once again assemble social and material methods of 

practice in live spaces.  In the next chapter, for example, the thesis will recognise the ways 

in which new practices have emerged during the pandemic.  In addition, it will observe how 

new ways of working have been developed to enable live or live-streamed performances.  

Rather than centring this work on these changes, the thesis recognises the new ways of 

working as part of the evolving nature of theatre and performance.  A discussion which 

takes place throughout this research project.   

 

The thesis has also bracketed out much of the wider conversations regarding 

apprenticeships and technical training.  It does not dismiss the government’s new 

emphasis on these practice based learning models, nor offer a critique.  Whilst 

apprenticeships are mentioned in the next chapter, where the thesis describes a student’s 

potential educational trajectory and the notion of ‘cognitive apprenticeships’ is used to think 

through the strategies of practice-based learning, the thesis does not centre its argument 

in this space.  This bracketing occurs for two reasons.  The first is that a degree 

apprenticeship has not been developed for technical theatre training between levels 4-6.  

Secondly, from a practice-based learning perspective, the literature on apprenticeships, 

whilst initially appearing to be central to my research arc, did not aid the ways in which this 

thesis research came together.  Opportunities for wider work to investigate 

apprenticeships, connected to the thesis are however of interest.  

 

Within the field of scenography, theatre and performance and within the Higher Education 

landscape, the resurgence of the Black Lives Matter (2020) movement has seen a re-

attention to the call to both decolonise and decentre artistic and or institutional practices.  

These conversations have been bracketed out of this thesis, although the thesis does 

recognise the structures of the institution and the social, historical and cultural nature of 

HEI activity.  This bracketing has occurred for a number of reasons.  The thesis will 

develop a personal trajectories approach to understanding student journeys across HEIs.  

By centring students as individuals, the analytical approach within the thesis lends itself to 

the conversations of race, class and sexuality yet the self-electing interview sample within 

the empirical phases of the research, representative of the student staff and graduate 

demographics, presented as white, with the majority of candidates as white British.  

Secondly, the thesis’ methodology has prompted these conversations in other academic 
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spaces. Academic work has been published and is currently in review (see Ellis et al., 

2020).  In this vein, the thesis wanted to actively mitigate the possibilities of self-plagiarism 

on thesis submission.  Finally, the recent academic attention to decolonisation and 

decentring, prompting what might be considered a further turn in the field of scenography, 

has occurred relatively recently.  As such, to ensure this research is completed in a timely 

fashion, this work recognises and celebrates these attentions, yet does not directly 

comment on it.  This does however appear an important avenue for future research which I 

have made a personal commitment towards.   

 

Investigating technical theatre training:  The research trajectory 
 

This section provides an advanced organiser, outlining what will be encountered across 

each chapter, clearly identifying the purpose of the chapter and signposting the research’s 

trajectory 

 

Chapter 2 begins by charting a trajectory from traditional approaches of technical theatre 

practice through to a scenographic perspective. It defines key terms used throughout the 

thesis and carefully lays out the ways in which those involved in the making of 

performance come together in different team configurations.  To support this, the chapter 

offers diagrams to support the reader in understanding both the conceptual and practical 

ways performances are created.  The chapter then turns to consider the ways in which 

technical theatre is taught within the United Kingdom, recognising the heterogeneous 

trajectories of technical theatre students across education levels 2-6 before then 

introducing Hann’s (2019) scenography.  Here, the terminologies of scenography, and the 

ways in which Hann has developed the concept of the scenographic as a way to consider 

social and material worlds are described.  It introduces the term scenographer as a 

generative term to consider the multiple HEI team members involved in scenography 

practice, including that of the pedagogue.  An approach unique to this thesis.  Core to this 

work is the invite from Hann, as already signposted in this chapter, that the concept of 

scenography and the scenographic might be applied to wider material cultures beyond 

performance and as such, this thesis accepts this invite by using the concepts of 

scenography to analyse the training of technical theatre in HEI’s; a unique social and 

material context.  The chapter concludes by looking forward towards an analysis of 

technical theatre education, appraising critically the areas of investigation and recognising 

the challenges of using the concepts of scenography as a way into analysing technical 
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theatre training in the United Kingdom. 

 

Chapter 3, along with Chapter 4, work together to form an emerging socio-cultural 

perspective.  Chapter 3 introduces the concept of learning scenographics, whilst chapter 4, 

develops principles for a unit of analysis to investigate learning scenographic phenomena.  

Chapter 3 begins by recognising that, what is missing in the concepts of scenography and 

the scenographic from the previous chapter, is a theory of learning.  The chapter then 

moves to introduce an array of literature on learning which directly take on key 

components of technical theatre training: learning, pedagogy, practice and cognition.  

These theoretical perspectives will provide the cornerstones to understanding the situated 

ways in which learning takes place with others, the mediatory roles of tools, the 

developmental stages of learners and the role of the pedagogue in this.  It also begins to 

open up a dilemma, recognising the ways in which HEIs as contexts of learning 

scenography are different to that of work scenography contexts.  This chapter concludes 

by beginning to map out how the concept of learning scenographics might be 

operationalised, moving to outline some initial principles. 

 

Chapter 4 moves to recognise the ways in which the emerging concept of learning 

scenographics created a novel socio-cultural perspective.  It moves to identify a unit of 

analysis which might speak to the newly emerged learning scenographic perspective.  It 

begins by recognising and complicating the social and material relationships introduced in 

the previous chapter to recognise these are entangled.  It does this by drawing from 

Gherardi’s concept of sociomateriality.  The chapter then moves to consider wider 

contributions from actor-network and recognises the ways in which networks of 

sociomaterial practice might be considered at differing scales of activity.  The chapter then 

turns to present Dreier’s work on personal trajectories as a way to centre the discussion on 

the learner and to think through the multiply situated, or trans local ways in which students 

learn, across contexts.  The chapter then moves to recognise the complexity of 

scenography practice, the evolving nature of technology and the ways in which work is 

distributed amongst scenography teams.  It draws on the literature on practice (Nicolini et 

al., 2017) and considers the ways in which scenography teams have unequal levels of 

expertise.  Within the context of an HEI, the thesis moves further by recognising how 

scenography teams in HEIs will have unequal amounts of novices than experts, 

recognising the role of the tutor and more experienced peers in complex scenography 

practices.  Having introduced a constellation of concepts which create a person or 
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scenographer-centred position ot investigate scenography networked activity, the chapter 

presents principles for a Learning Scenographic Unit of Analysis.  From here the thesis 

critically reflects on actor-network theory and recognises that the concepts offered do not 

situate practice with HEI contexts.  As such the thesis introduces Cognitive 

Apprenticeships, from the literature on practice-based learning, recognising the multiple 

strategies of pedagogy and learning within educational contexts to encourage students to 

identify the differences between learning contexts and to begin to think like a professional.  

The chapter then concludes with Guile’s concept of recontextualisation as a way to 

describe how scenographers contextualise past learning between contexts.  The chapter 

proposes a relationship between the pedagogue led cognitive apprenticeship strategies of 

modelling, coaching and scaffolding and that of Guile’s recontextualisation, where these 

pedagogue-led strategies are strategies to support a learner’s recontextualisation.   

 

Chapter five then outlines the research methodology.  In this chapter the flexible research 

design is procedurally outlined, presenting, for its empirical phase, semi structured 

interviews as a method to gather data from students, pedagogues and graduates. Three 

perspectives on learning trajectories in HEI contexts. The chapter recognises the ways in 

which the pilot study was used to probe themes and explore interview questions and then 

moves to outline the characteristics of the main research contexts: Site 1, the University 

and Site 2 the Drama School.  The similarities and differences of these sites are then 

explored.  Notably, the programmes investigated in each of these sites were comparable in 

that they both offered intensive training.  The significant difference was that the university 

offered a broad technical theatre degree whilst the drama school offered a degree centred 

on a singular scenography approach: lighting design.  Here the differences between 

breadth and depth of knowledge speak to arguments to investigate technical theatre 

training in HEIs, as indicated in this first chapter.  Chapter five will then outline the ethical 

considerations when conducting semi structured interviews before moving to unpack the 

procedural underpinning of this research from situated sampling methods, data collection 

and ways in which the data will be interpreted.  In this thesis, the data is interpreted by 

using both a thematic analysis approach within chapter six and a narrative approach in 

chapter seven.   

 

Chapter six then moves to present and analyse the data from across both sites offering 

practice scenographic analysis at a degree programme level.  Structurally the chapter 

presents the data and analysis from the university first before moving into the drama 
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school.  Three core themes are developed within this analysis.  Firstly, the ways in which 

scenographer trajectories are heterogeneous, where individuals navigate personal 

trajectories both in and out of HEI scenography contexts.  Secondly, how scenography, as 

a social and material practice develops professional, personal and situated scenographer 

identities and thirdly the scenography students learn how to network with peers and 

scenographers in wider contexts to support future trajectories of practice.  Iteratively, the 

chapter outlines the implications of these positions within each context.  It recognises both 

the benefits and challenges of the relative contextual HEI structures. It also recognises the 

benefits and challenges of learning a broad range of scenography methods: lighting sound 

costume etc. or focussing on a specific approach, such as Lighting design.   

 

Chapter seven takes its analysis deeper, outlining the insights of taking a practice 

scenographic approach for an investigation into the learning and pedagogy of 

scenography practice.  It concentrates its analysis on two story extracts from the interview 

data: Annabelle and Brody.  The stories both demonstrate the ways in which student 

scenographers work on HEI productions.  These stories are analysed narratively, 

recognising the processional ways in which scenography practice develops in situated 

contexts.  It highlights the scenographic intervention of the pedagogues in each site to 

support the recontextualisation of scenographic practice.  It sheds light on the ways in 

which practice scenographic components are co-created.  These co-created components 

become tools which are used by scenography teams, mediating evolving group 

scenography activity.  The chapter concludes by demonstrating the ways in which the 

approach sheds light on the pedagogy and learning of scenography practice and re-

orientates practice scenographics to describe the meta-cognitive process of learning 

scenography. 

 

Chapter eight concludes the thesis. It begins by directly addressing how the thesis has 

answered the research questions.   It recognises the implications of adopting scenography 

as a lens to teach technical theatre and produces a set of recommendations for HEI 

scenography pedagogues.  It then moves to outline the significant contributions the 

research has made to the respective fields of performance studies, scenography and 

practice-based learning scoring its novel interdisciplinary approach.  The chapter 

recognises the ways in which the thesis has re-orientated the notion of a technical theatre 

scenography professional, a centrist position between depth and breadth of knowledge, 

able to be flexible in approach across contexts.  It notes the re-imagining of scenography 
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as collaborative practice with other scenographers.   It also presents the need for 

scenographers to be able to recontextualise knowledge across a range of evolving, 

contemporary work practices.  It scores the heterogeneous ways in which HEIs are 

complex, where skills across team members are uneven and where students must 

navigate multiple subject domains.  It recognises how scenographers in HEI’s co-construct 

tools, HEI scenography practices and heterogeneous identities and recognises how each 

learner is an individual, forging their own path.  Across these heterogeneous trajectories, 

scenography students bring with them their own experiences, cementing the role of the 

pedagogue to support the recontextualisation of social material practices in staged places.  

It moves to recognise how this thesis’ novel interdisciplinary approach crafted a position 

between scenography and practice-based learning, recognising the significance of the 

meta-cognitive framework of practice scenographics.  Finally, the thesis concludes with a 

set of critical reflections on my own research trajectory, identifying areas which, if I were to 

do this study again, would have been approached differently. 
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Chapter 2 - Technical Theatre:  shifting the paradigm from the traditional 

approach to a scenographic perspective 

 

This chapter provides an analysis of the change in the technical theatre paradigm from the 

traditional approach to a scenography approach, inspired by the work of Hann (2019).  The 

aforementioned ‘traditional approach’ disaggregates components of technical theatre 

(lighting, sound, stage etc.) defining and discussing these separately from one another 

through the lens of design.  I argue that not only has this conversation shifted towards 

scenography within theatre and performance studies, but also in the plural practices of 

theatre-making, of which technical theatre practices are a tenant.  Scenography offers a 

holistic approach to considering both the practice of theatre-making and its analysis.  As 

such the two methodological lenses of ‘traditional’ and ‘scenography’ do not form binary 

positions, but rather offer counterpoints in a web of performance processes.   

 

The ‘web’ of performance, ascribed by seminal performance studies scholar Richard 

Schechner, alongside their ‘quadralogue’ model of performance processes, forms an entry 

point for the chapter, making explicit the diverse range of performance models within the 

United Kingdom (2013).  The chapter then offers a traditional definition of Technical 

Theatre through the topology of ‘craft, design technology and management’ (Farthing, 

2012).  These terms are then unpacked in turn, before outlining traditional technical 

theatre job roles and mapping these into team structures.  This provides an overview of 

what technical theatre work is and the different contexts in which this work happens.  It 

does this to outline the nexus of complex social practices involved in Technical Theatre 

which scenography, as a critical lens or practical process, does not deny.  Whilst the 

methods of theatre-making and technical theatre practice in various forms are not new, 

scenography, as a way of thinking is ‘relatively new and still unfamiliar’ (Hann, 2019: 39 

referencing Allaine and Harvie, 2006: 203).  This emerging concept of scenography in 

theatre and performance is considered two-fold within this chapter.  Firstly, as a way to 

consider theatre-making and secondly, as a process of place orientation.  By extension, 

technical theatre practice is further complicated, with technical and production job roles 

becoming less defined; merged with each other or with wider creative practices.  These 

new definitions demonstrate the blurring of traditional performance disciplines and as such 

offers, a much broader context for technical theatre work to be considered.  This is 

representative of the real-world perspectives of those working in technical theatre today.  
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As such, the lens of scenography creates a fuller perspective on technical theatre work 

than traditional definitions.  This will allow us to consider the inter-relatedness of 

scenographic practices when considering the teaching and learning of technical theatre 

within Higher Education in later chapters. 

 

2.1 Key Terms in Technical Theatre Practice: Theatre, Performance and Production 
 

This chapter begins by unpacking the terms ‘Theatre,’ ‘Performance’ and ‘Production’ 

which are often conflated in popular discourse and wider academic literature. Technical 

Theatre, the set of practices central to this thesis, relates to each of these paradigms, and 

as such this section acts as a core reference for the thesis as a whole.   

 

There is no singular definition of what theatre is.  Counsell (1996) draws distinctions 

between western and non-western practices (1) and goes on to note the impossible task of 

mapping the breadth of western practices in the last century, let alone beyond (ibid).     

Most scholars agree that theatre practice responds to both its cultural and historic context, 

takes place with people, such as performers and audience members and occurs in a 

space, on some form of stage (Counsell, 1996; Fuchs, 1996; Schechner, 2013).   Theatre 

as a practice may take the form of a play, a text written and then performed or it might be 

devised, by a theatre company, in a process of making.  Theatre, through these terms, is 

functionary.  It defines a relationship between the audience, the performer, and the stage.  

This relationship is crafted, designed, and managed by the creative and technical theatre 

teams (terms explored later in this chapter).  It has traditionally been considered through 

its component parts: set, props, and costume, ‘taking place in an agreed venue for 

representation in which the spaces and functions of spectators are strictly separated’ 

(Counsell, 1996: 3).  During the course of the twentieth century, this delineation was called 

into question by theatre makers, wishing to restructure how audiences watch and interact 

with the performance.  A conversation is picked up later in this chapter through the lens of 

scenography.  ‘Theatre Production’, offers a wider term and describes the technical, 

operational, administrative, and creative process of theatre-making (Hughes and Bartlett, 

2002).  It describes the human effort it takes to put on theatre or performance and includes 

every level of an organisation.   
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Performance, on the other 

hand, is a much broader term 

which can be articulated 

through a web (see Figure 1).  

A dynamic set of practices 

laid out as nodes and 

connected dynamically within 

a system of practices.  The 

model, developed by eminent 

scholar Richard Schechner 

(Schechner, 2013: 18) is 

widely adopted within theatre 

and performance literature and allows for all social practice to be analysed through a 

performance lens.   

 

One reading from Schechner’s web is that ‘theatre’ might also be called ‘performance’ but 

not all ‘performance’ can be called ‘theatre.’  Whilst this distinction is perhaps useful, 

whenever technology is employed in performance, we should consider technical theatre 

practice as being present.  Moreover, as contemporary performance practice continues to 

challenge disciplines and ways of working the remit of those involved continues to be 

challenged, reshaped and re-orientated.  Thus, for those teaching technical theatre, how 

we demarcate performance contexts will change how and what is taught. 

 

Whilst Schechner’s web presents how differing 

performance practices might interrelate, we might 

also articulate performance through a set of 

dynamic relationships between different people 

who take on different roles.  Schechner frames 

this through a quadralogue (See figure 2) where 

four categories of people form relationships: 

sourcers, producers, performers, partakers.  

Sourcers identify raw material through research, writing or finding.  Their roles include 

authors, choreographers, composers, and dramaturges.       Producers, not to be confused 

with the production role by the same name, are ‘link persons,’ mediating ideas, building 

Figure 1 Schechner’s Web (Schechner, 2013: 18) 

Figure 2 The Performance Quadralogue will all 
connections potentially available (Schechner, 2013: 
251) 
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bridges, and forging connections.  Producer roles include directors, conductors, coaches, 

designers, technicians and business and administration staff (Schechner, 2013:250-253).  

The third role, performers, perform actions for the public whilst partakers, receive these 

actions.  Sometimes the audience might participate and when this happens, they become 

temporarily performers.  Of importance is that people and job roles can occupy more than 

one category at any time with groups doing some or all of the sourcing, performing, 

producing and partaking collectively.  What Schechner then does, is track how these four 

different roles operate in different types of theatre and performance models.   

 

Figure 3 articulates how the roles interact in 

mainstream theatre such as the west end in 

London.  Schechner, referencing 20th Century 

director Meyerhold, articulates this model through 

Author, Director, Actor, and Spectator.  In this 

iteration, the director is thought to absorb the play 

in its entirety and then convey this interpretation to 

the actors.  After this has occurred the director 

steps back allowing the actors to interact with the 

audience providing an interface between vision and audience.   

 

 To consider technical theatre within this model we might re-frame the route as author, 

creative and production team, performer, and spectator (the terms production and creative 

teams are considered later in this chapter).  This expansion acknowledges the multiple 

producer roles in theatre production, although there are questions about whether, in this 

model, the performer is the only interface between vision and audience.  An argument 

which is built on when discussing scenography, later in this chapter.   

 

Figure 3 The Z Path around the performance 
quadralogue:  a traditional approach (251) 
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The ‘Z model’ is not the only route around the 

performance quadralogue. Figures 4 and 5 provide 

two further routes. Figure 4 depicts a “director-rules” 

model where the director has complete control over 

the artistic process.  In this mode, the ethos of 

theatre-making is that ‘a play cannot speak for 

itself’ (252).  As such, Schechner notes, directors 

might see the text as simply source material which 

they can interpret any way they might want 

disregarding the author’s original intentions.  Figure 5 pushes this idea further, where an 

auteur-director gathers all of the creative elements and undertakes complete control over 

every decision.  Whilst the Auteur-Director might collaborate with other people the final 

word about what will be used and how will be the directors.   

 

As we have seen, those working in technical theatre, 

technicians, and designers, fall into the same 

category as a director: ‘producers.’  As such these 

routes around the quadralogue might be re-

imagined, re-orientating the conversation away 

from the ‘director’ towards that of a ‘technician’ or 

‘designer.’  As we shall see later in this chapter, 

this is where the concept of Scenography comes into its own.  Before this, however, we 

must unpack what we mean by Technical Theatre to establish core points of reference for 

the wider thesis. 

 
2.2 Technical Theatre Practice 
Having unpacked what is meant by ‘Theatre’, this section unpacks the term ‘Technical’ 

using a definition offered by Anna Farthing, an arts producer, theatre-maker, and 

consultant for the Higher Education Academy.  Through the lenses of ‘craft, design 

technology and management’ (Farthing, 2012) this section frames the processes of 

technical theatre practice as a set of complex interconnected components, as social 

practices taking place with others and which hang together in a nexus.   The Term 

‘Technical theatre,’ is sometimes used synonymously with ‘stagecraft’ (Carver, 2009: xxi) 

or theatre production work (Palmer, 2005) and as such the thesis may use these terms 

interchangeably.   

Figure 4.  Director rules configuration of the 
performance quadralogue.  This is the way directors 
such as Peter Brook, Joanne Akalatis and Peter 
Stein Work.  (Schechner 2013: 252) 

Figure 5 Auteur-Director route around the Performance 
– the way Robert Wilson and even more so, Richard 
Foreman, work.  (Schechner, 2013: 253) 
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‘Technical is often used as a 'catch all' term to cover design, craft, technology, and 

management aspects of roles that often include elements of several or all of these 

things. Lumping it all under the heading 'technical' hides the complexity and 

specificity of the work we are talking about… this work involves complex and 

sophisticated skills… that go far beyond the procedural processes suggested by 

'technical'’’ (Farthing, 2012: 6) 

 

The four interrelated components: design, craft, technology, and management describe 

both a broad set of processes as well as aligned to specific methods or ways of working.  

These terms are unpacked below to understand the ‘sophisticated skills’ used within 

technical theatre practices in the following order: technology, craft, management, and 

design.  In doing so the chapter tracks theatre’s component parts from tangible objects or 

tools, through to the skill of being able to use them.  It moves on to the management of 

technical people working within teams and ends with design, a process by which an artistic 

vision is realised.   

 

2.3 Technical Theatre Practice:  Technology and Craft 
A classical definition of technology is offered by Mumford (1966), who views technology as 

an element of ‘Technics,’ a term which associates technology with skill, practice, art, and 

part of a cultural and social interaction.   Mumford argues that for early man  

 

‘Technics was related to the whole nature of man, and that nature played a 

formative part in the development of every aspect of technology; thus, Technics at 

the beginning was broadly life centred, not work-centred or power-centred’ 

(Mumford, 1966: 310) 

 

Central to Mumford’s argument in his article Technics and the Nature of Man (Mumford, 

1966) is that as the ‘nature of man’ changed, where humankind began to become 

concerned with power and wealth, our relationship with tools and technology changed too.  

That is, we began to use tools, machines, and technology to achieve specific functions and 

goals to secure wealth or power (ibid: 311).  Mumford notes that the fundamental 

component of these early machines was the formation and utilisation of people and it is 

this that Mumford argues is often forgotten, that modern technology is routed in this 

mechanisation of early man rather than necessarily in the industrial revolution.  In Technics 
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and Civilisation (Mumford, 1934), Mumford tracks the cultural changes in the relationship 

between technology and the labour of people and usefully makes a distinction between 

tools and machines.  For Mumford,  

 

‘The essential distinction between a machine and a tool lies in the degree of 

independence in the operation from the skills and the motive power of the operator: 

the tool lends itself to manipulation, the machine to automatic action’  (Mumford, 

1934: 10) 

 

Mumford places the person-centeredness of technical practice to the fore, a view which is 

reinforced by Farthing.  Technical Theatre practice is not mechanistic, but rather requires 

individuals to craft the use of technology to manipulate their effect in performance.  

 

Those working in technical theatre must choose the right technology or tool for the job 

based on technical specifications, budgets and an understanding of contexts and desired 

outcomes.  In any one discipline, there is a wide range of equipment to choose from.  In 

lighting, for example, there are huge differences between the power required, light quality 

and ways you operate LED, tungsten, and sodium lamps.  And within each of these 

lighting categories, there is a heterogeneous array of fixtures from competing 

manufacturers. This means that in any one theatre space you will have a stock of multiple 

different lamps.  This stock of lamps will be different in each venue you move to.  Those 

working in technical theatre must understand what unit to use, when to use it and how; 

processes of both management and design.  This thesis considers technical theatre 

technology in its broadest sense and includes costume, props, paper and pen, lights, 

amplifiers, and projectors.  Simply, technology is considered the tool a person undertaking 

technical theatre practice employs to do their job.   

 

Technology in theatre practice is continually being updated and new technologies are 

adopted.  This means that those working in this field must continually change their practice 

and develop skills and knowledge to meet the challenges which may arise in embedding 

new technology into the theatrical experience.  Richard Schechner marks the changing 

shape of theatre practice by stating: 

 

‘The fact is that theatre as we have known and practised it – the staging of written 

dramas – will be the string quartet of the 21st-century: a beloved but extremely 
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limited genre, a subdivision of performance’ (Schechner, 1992: 8) 

 

Evidence of Schechner’s prediction may be seen in the live to digital trend in the last 

decade.  The beginning of the 21st century has seen unrivalled changes in how and where 

audiences can engage with live performances as the internet allows performance work to 

be presented, in real-time, on audiences’ devices in their homes.  The national theatre in 

London launched event cinema in 2009, bringing stage performances into cinemas, 

offering a cheaper and more convenient alternative than going to the theatre itself, once 

again broadening how we may define theatre and performance today (Reify et al., 2016).  

Notably, the ways in which performance practices have changed due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, where practitioners quickly adopted digital technologies and communication 

platforms such as Zoom, marks a further evolution in performance forms (Hockham, 

2021).  Whilst we are unable to predict what the next technological developments will be, 

given the rapid development and emergence of new technologies now, where technology 

is perceived to provide improvements in terms of aesthetics or continue to create 

questions in terms of ways of creating and experiencing theatre and performance, those 

working in the theatre and performance industry will likely need to continue to change and 

adapt their practices to embed these within the live event.  This ability to adapt technical 

theatre practice, and utilise technology and tools, Farthing describes as ‘craft.’ 

 

The term craft has multiple definitions.  Sociologist Howard Becker describes craft as ‘a 

body of knowledge and skill which can be used to produce useful objects’ (Becker, 2008: 

273).  Most definitions of craft involve the idea of making by hand.  Anna Fariello, 

professor and chair of the World Craft Council, describes the spirit of craft as, ‘bound to 

the hand, to the process of working, of making” (Fariello, 2011: 23).  The terms ‘Hand-

making’ or ‘Handicraft’ however refer to the ‘workmanship of any kind which could have 

been found before the industrial revolution’ (Pye, 1968: 10).  As such, ‘hand-making’ when 

referred to when discussing craft is used to differentiate between the labour of producing 

objects and ‘the context of the division of labour for mass-producing objects’ (Krugh, 2014: 

282).  This presents a clear tension between mechanised processes and the bespoke 

activity of making, resonating with Mumford and Farthing above. 

 

Stage Craft, in relation to technical theatre practice, frames the use and implementation of 

technology in theatre and performance (Carver, 2009).  These range from the methods of 

lighting, sound, projection, costume, staging, carpentry, and prop making to name a few.  
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Of importance is that these areas are distinct from one another and involve different 

technology, tools, and materials.  At the same time, these areas must work closely 

together; a light with a coloured gel rigged in the wrong position might obliterate the colour 

and texture of a costume.  Whilst a sound score of a horse and cart travelling on a coble 

road might help the illusion of a horse and cart, even though all that is on stage is a man 

miming a whip and bobbing up and down, sitting on a wicker basket (as seen in Susan 

Hill’s play The Woman in Black).  Stage components come together in an assemblage 

which is experienced by audiences.  Those working on the production make choices 

around how, what and when stage components are assembled. This choice-making 

activity might be described as a process of design and management, discussed in the next 

section. 

 

2.4 Technical Theatre Practice: Management and Design 
In the field of business studies, ‘management’ is defined through a set of social functions; 

‘planning, organizing, leading, and controlling’ (Schraeder et al., 2015: 50).  Multiple 

authors suggest alternative or additional terms including ‘budgeting, coordinating and 

monitoring’(Kotter, 1990) or ‘commanding’ (Wren and Bedeian, 2009).  Central to these 

processes are working with other people to execute a given task.  Considering 

management ‘as’ simply these functions have been criticised.  McDonald (2010) suggests 

that these functions overlook the complexities of working with people, McGregor (1967) 

sees these terms as ‘mechanistic’ (a concern which is echoed in the literature on craft and 

technology) (8), and Schraeder et al (2015) notes that these functions rely on trust and 

buy-in from the wider team.    As such, management as a process of technical theatre 

must not only consider the task that needs to be done but the ways in which they are 

approached.  If people are to be at the centre of management practices then person-

centred approaches, building trust with others and team members to have autonomy 

appear important.   

 

In technical theatre, ‘management’ might be considered two-fold: a hierarchy of roles 

which present themselves as different teams and the person-centred interactions which 

take place day to day.  Team structures will change depending on the scale of the 

production and the context of how and where a performance takes place.  Here scale has 

multiple meanings to do with the complexity of the performance, the size of the team 

involved and the place where it is performed.  A solo performance taking place at the 

national theatre might be considered large scale touring given the prestige and size of the 
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venue's auditorium and housing a large number of seats, whereas a musical involving lots 

of people on a regional theatre stage may still be considered medium or small scale.  For 

others, the term scale describes the number of people and money behind a production.  

For the purpose of this thesis, team size will be used to discuss the number of people in a 

production team.  The size of the team will depend on the complexity of the project and the 

production budget.  Figure 6, taken from Production Management: Making shows Happen 

(Dean, 2012: 29) outlines a large production team and forms a common structure found in 

large scale theatre productions such as long-running musicals occurring in the West End. 

 

As you can see, job roles orientate around disciplines with figure 6 giving you an overview 

of the types of tasks needed to take place.  Actors will require costumes whilst stages will 

require sets, props, and light. 

 

Whilst there is a hierarchy within these roles, in practice, job roles rely on each other to 

achieve the given task (Mort, 2015).  In doing so, the group forms a ‘common identity’ that 

‘share attitudes and feelings,’ have ‘emotional involvement’ and create an emerging set of 

‘agreed values and standards’ (Rogers and Horrocks, 2010: 189).   

 

There is strong consensus [within the literature] that work, in sectors where project 

teams are the norm, is characterised by contingent, that is, de-centred, distributed 

Figure 6 The Production Manger’s Team (Dean, 2012: 29) 



 40 

and discontinuous conditions, rather than the centred, geographically located and 

stable conditions which characterised much work in the second half of the last 

century, (Guile and Lahiff, 2017: 158) 

 

Guile and Lahiff (2017) present contingent work teams as a characteristic of project teams, 

using specific examples from those working within the media industry.  An industry which, 

depending on how it is defined, might fall within the wider entertainment industry umbrella.  

Their description of contingent working may partially characterise the project-based teams 

located in theatre and performance.  However, as Counsell (1996) observes, ‘In contrast to 

say Film … [Theatre] is enacted live, by performers who occupy the same time/space as 

the audience’ (3).  As such an element of the production process must (usually) occur 

within a specific geographic location, such as a theatre, together and in a continuous 

simultaneous fashion.  That is, multiple people work at the same time to achieve a 

production outcome.  Whilst the activity of theatre and performance is, by its nature, live 

and thus usually requires teams to work together in the locality of the theatre, albeit, 

across the venue, earlier stages of a production timeline, including conception, planning, 

preparation and rehearsal may require different team members work with different groups 

in different locations, at different times (Palmer, 2005: 21-22,).  In this case, these teams 

may be described as contingent.  It is in these earlier periods where activity may be de-

centred and echo the thoughts of Guile and Lahiff.  Furthermore, the ability to work in 

different locations has become more possible due to the transformation of communication 

and technology systems, allowing individuals to work translocally, that is to say, work on 

different projects at multiple times in different locations.  This can clearly be seen in the 

adoption of online work practices adopted by businesses during the Covid-19 outbreak.  

Translocality is a concept discussed further in the next chapter.  It is also necessary, given 

the components of technical theatre, that specific production practices occur in locations 

designed for those practices.  This can be seen in specialist workshop spaces required for 

set construction, painting or costume.  Thus, pre-production activity across the multiple 

methods of performance making may, by its nature, need to be geographically disparate 

and as such, re-enforce these contingent working patterns.  Exceptions can be seen within 

the larger theatres in city locations, such as the National Theatres (London) which has an 

array of workshops for sets, costumes etc. Whilst these may be in closer proximity to the 

performance space, they too are across multiple sites and in some instances, such as the 

National Theatre’s props and costume store, across significantly different locations within 

the same city.  
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Shows which undertake regional tours, a process of performing several shows at venues 

across the country, or even internationally i.e. take productions overseas, will likely have 

smaller team structures; perhaps only employing a designer, production manager and or a 

technical stage manager.  In this smaller team, the type of work does not change; a 

production will still need costume, lighting and sound etc. however, it needs to be 

distributed amongst the members of the smaller team.  This is a negotiated process which 

is usually agreed upon before work is to take place.   It may be, in these structures, the 

director and perhaps Performance Company have to pick up some of this workload.  Thus, 

a production’s design strategy will often be determined by the limitations of the team’s 

time.  For example, it is unlikely that a small team of three would make period drama 

costumes for 15 performers, especially as; the same people may be responsible for the 

set, lights and sound requirements of a production.   

 

How a production is produced is also important to consider.  Producing here refers to how 

and where a performance is to be staged.  The production role of a ‘producer’ is often 

orientated around the sourcing of financial capital and the bringing together of production 

and performance staff.  Broadly, there are two ways in which theatre in the United 

Kingdom is produced, either making the work ‘in-house’, or where venues might be 

described as ‘producing houses.’  Secondly, where work is created remotely and then 

toured into theatres.  Here, theatre venues would be described as ‘receiving houses.’   

Whilst this differentiation is useful to describe how productions interact with venues, it 

should be noted that this once clear delineation now rarely exists, with venues both 

producing and receiving works, and where venues might also stage events as a way of 

diversifying performances and income strategies. 

 

‘Not everything that happens in our theatre is theatre. Of 2014’s productions, 44% 

might be considered properly theatre (rather than Gigs, stand-up, book tours, poetry 

readings, et cetera) leaving 2211 individual theatre productions (which makes up 

about 80% of all performances, attendances and box office) (Brownlee et al., 2016: 

5) 
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Figure 7 outlines the organisational structure of a producing house and demonstrates the 

back office and administrative functions required to produce theatre (Dean, 2012: 20).  As 

well as demonstrating the scale and range of roles.  This structure presented in figure 7 is 

not fixed as different venue teams will adapt structures to meet organisational aims.   

Receiving houses, on the other hand, may operate with much fewer people, with the 

expectation that the touring theatre company will pick up some of the administrative tasks 

around marketing, design and management. The venue, for example, may offer a touring 

company a single technician in the performance space to provide venue specific 

knowledge, such as where to plug in and find venue resources.  In this example, the 

incoming company are required to negotiate and structure how the time is managed in the 

receiving venue and in what order work is to be undertaken.  This is a process which will 

likely have occurred before the touring company arrive on-site, via email or phone and 

using technical design drawings as points of reference.  Much of how this is managed 

evolves around how a specific production has been designed. 

 

A traditional definition of ‘design’ in theatre and performance is offered by theatre scholar 

Scott Palmer, who notes the process of design as:  

 

‘interpreting the play, text or music to produce a visual, or in the case of the Sound 

Designer, an aural response (Palmer, 2005: 25).  

  

Figure 7 A Producing Theatre’s Organisational Chart (Dean, 2012: 20).   
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Here the design disciplines of ‘set’, ‘costume,’ ‘lighting’ and ‘sound’ are considered 

independent of each other.   Within design teams, one designer might take on multiple 

design roles; where set and costume are a common pairing.  Alternatively, there may be a 

designer per discipline.  To convey a single vision, designers have to work closely together 

in a creative team, with each element affecting how others are experienced by the 

audience, sharing knowledge through design drawings, technical plans and 3D models.  

 

Figure 8 illustrates a potential creative team grouping although, as with all of the structures 

presented, the size of the team and the roles within it may vary depending on what is 

required for the production. (Dean, 2012: 27) 

 

In the past decade, the prevalence of projection technology in theatre has also become 

commonplace adding another set of technology, craft and design processes to 

organisational structures.  In early structures, this team may have been considered under 

the heading AV, as in audio-visual, taken from the corporate world of events and grouped 

with sound design.  Now, however, given that projection uses light as a medium, media 

designers will more likely form part of the lighting team so that lighting and projection do 

not compete.   

 

Figure 8 The Structure of the Creative Team (Dean, 2012: 27) 
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Palmer goes on to say that at the end of the twentieth century, the term ‘conceptual design’ 

gained much traction across Europe, referring to a single designer looking after all of the 

design elements. The role of ‘scenographer,’ Palmer notes, is responsible for a single, 

unified design.  Their work is described as ‘scenography’ (Palmer, 2005: 25).  

 

The chapter so far has presented multiple modes of theatre and performance practice.  It 

has recognised how those working in technical theatre need to understand the context of a 

performance so that they can apply their skills in new and appropriate ways.  It has been 

noted that boundaries between different types of theatre and performance disciplines are 

becoming blurred; so too are the roles of those facilitating it.  At this juncture, tension 

arises out of the contemporary practices and thinking marked by Palmer’s scenography 

and the more traditional ways of working and thinking.  The chapter has mapped traditional 

production role structures and we have seen how these orientate around the component 

parts of production practice.  Production teams change based on, what is required for the 

performance, its scale and context.  The term technical has been interrogated and the 

complexities of technology, craft, management and design unpacked.  Before the thesis 

moves to unpack scenography as a turn in thinking for performance scholars, the chapter 

moves to outline the multiple ways in which technical theatre is taught within the UK’s 

education system. It does this to understand the relationship between traditional technical 

theatre paradigms and the heterogenous trajectories through education.  The chapter then 

moves to introduce scenography as an emerging paradigm which will enable the thesis to 

critically engage with the pedagogy and learning of technical theatre practice when 

technical theatre work is reframed as methods of scenography.   

 

 

2.5  Technical Theatre: Education and Training 
The following two sections (2.6 & 2.7), outline the current training provision for technical 

theatre in the UK education system.  It provides an overview of the types of trajectories 

students might take to begin work in an area of technical theatre practice.  As we have 

discussed, the landscape of Theatre and Performance is complex.  Therefore, it is no 

surprise that how it is studied is also varied.  Figure 9 takes a snapshot of the types of 

training provision available from levels 2-6, offering a mix of both academic and vocational 

courses.  Course names included are indicative of the types of courses available and are 

intended to give the reader an overview of the type of courses available.  
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2.6 Technical Theatre:  Trajectories’ through Higher Education levels 2-6  
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Technician 
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BTEC Level 2 
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part of the 
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Figure 9 Mapping Education Trajectories  
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2.7 Technical Theatre: Navigating Education and Training Trajectories  
At UK Education level two, there are four ways to encounter technical theatre.  Firstly, you 

can study as an apprentice.  Contemporary apprenticeships are usually two years with 

thirty hours a week contract, working with a company in the Creative Industry.  These are 

relatively new, with the Creative Venue Technician Frameworks being approved in 2018, 

under the contemporary apprenticeship scheme.  At this level, you might also study in a 

college under the Vocational BTEC Technical Theatre Diploma qualification or encounter it 

as an element in a broader performance studies diploma.  Alternatively, there is the 

traditional GCSE in Drama which mixes practical classes with theory and, depending on 

the teacher, might also offer technical theatre as an option.  At this level, there are other 

international qualifications available.  In the UK the International Baccalaureate is also 

appearing in private schools.  There is, according to the IBO website, a drama diploma 

offered at levels 2 and 3, although there is insufficient data to understand how widespread 

this is within the United Kingdom. 

 

At level three, the education landscape is even more complex.  Like level 2, there is an 

apprenticeship option, a technical theatre BTEC and a wider performing arts BTEC.  There 

is also a traditional A level course which builds on the Drama GCSE programme.  In 2020 

the new T level in technical theatre was launched.  The T Level, introduced by the 

conservative government to try to resolve industry skills gaps, will require around 30 hours 

of placement with an employer for each student, as well as workshop and practical work 

required to be completed at a college or sixth form.  From here, you might enter directly 

into the industry, working in minor roles in technical theatre.  This is made more likely if you 

have been employed as an apprentice at levels 2 and 3 and have already built a 

relationship with a venue team.  Given how new these apprenticeships are there are 

currently no statistics available on the conversion from apprenticeship to work.  Once in 

work, you may take on Career Development programmes, with many short courses offered 

by industry specialists.  As an example, the Association of British Theatre Technicians 

(ABTT) offers an award at Bronze, Silver and Gold levels with the Bronze and Silver levels 

accredited using the Scottish Higher education framework and translate to UK Education 

Levels 4 and 5.  These types of courses are often short, intense training periods of one or 

two weeks and work towards particular skills or pieces of equipment.  These courses are 

used by the industry to upskill workers as CPD.   

 

Within Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) there have been traditionally two types of 
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providers.  Qualifications offered by a Drama School and those offered by Universities.   

The difference, historically, is the amount of vocational or practical hours required within 

taught modules and the amount of contact time offered by course tutors or experts.  

Drama schools are seen as offering more practical opportunities, tasks and contact time.  

Within both of these HEI models, there are three broad categories of degree programmes.  

Like at levels 2 and 3, there are broad courses in Drama and Performing Arts.  These tend 

to be university courses exploring a wide breadth of theatre and performance.  Robert 

Townley, Chief Executive of the ABTT notes these courses provide a vocational context, 

deliver a general education syllabus and allow students ‘to gain foundation knowledge for 

a particular career path’ (Townley, 2013).  These are likely taught in universities where 

technical theatre modules are offered as part of a wider syllabus to allow students to 

situate learning within multiple theatre and performance contexts.  This may exist as a 

pathway of modules across multiple years or as a singular stand-alone module in one 

year.  Depending on the University will depend on the module weighting and a student’s 

ability to peruse this area further within that institution.  The other two course types might 

be described as either a ‘general’ or ‘specialised’ technical theatre degree course.  Broad 

degrees allow students to explore multiple different technical theatre practices, ranging 

from lighting, sound and costume etc. (to name a few of the disciplines already mentioned 

in this chapter).  These degree programmes may be called names like Ba (Hons) in 

Technical Theatre or Ba (Hons) Performance Design. Specialised programmes, on the 

other hand, focus on one area or discipline such as ‘Lighting Design,’ ‘Sound Production’ 

or ‘Stage Management,’ offering an in-depth investigation into a singular subject area.   

 

Since 2012, the traditional differences between Drama schools and Universities have 

become more blurred.  Given the change in government funding strategies for universities 

which include the increase in student fees, and Drama schools which were traditionally 

three times (or more) the cost of a University is now the same price.  Where student loans 

or grants once did not cover drama school education they now do, meaning it is as 

financially accessible as that of a university.  For those attending university, students now 

expect a strong focus on employability (Kandiko and Mawer, 2013) with a priority of being 

able to secure a job, post-graduation, that is degree relevant.  This expectation is tied to 

the government’s current career strategy which makes a direct link between students 

being able to move from Higher Education to the world of work (‘Careers strategy: making 

the most of everyone’s skills and talents, 2017).  Whilst there is a large debate around the 

commodification of education and the employability agenda (Lees and Co-ordinator, 2002; 
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McQuaid, Green and Danson, 2005; Pegg et al., 2006; Lowden Kevin, Hall Stuart, Elliot 

Dely, 2009; Copps and Plimmer, 2013), central to this thesis are the expectations of 

students when finishing their degree.  These appear similar expectations to drama school 

students, attending a vocational degree programme, who seek training in particular jobs to 

attain work post-graduation.  It is less clear if university students and drama school 

students expect the same jobs, or, understand the field of theatre and performance or the 

work of technical theatre in the same way and as such a clearer understanding of the 

trajectory aspirations students have beyond the HEI will need to be unpacked within my 

empirical research.   

 

Further structural changes have occurred within both drama schools and universities.  

Drama schools now offer degree programmes rather than simply a certificate of training 

and maybe accredited by a university.  Drama schools and universities may have merged, 

such as the case of The University of Surrey and Guildford School of Acting (GSA), where 

the GSA ‘brand’ now covers all their institution's theatre and performing arts subjects, 

ranging from the academic study of Theatre, traditionally the University subject, through to 

the study of technical theatre, Acting and Musical Theatre, long considered drama school 

training.  I note as an aside, since writing this chapter, the Theatre and Performance 

Studies Programme at the University of Surrey, has closed.  Depending on the institution’s 

location, the financial, political and historical structures in place between the drama school 

and university, changes the relationship between both parties.  It is now, therefore, less 

clear which course or programme can be categorised as purely vocational.  Part of the 

distinction may come in the form of contact time between technical tutor and student, or 

the time a student is required to work on a particular project, where drama schools have 

traditionally required students to work more consistently over a teaching week.  This 

distinction is too being eroded, as Drama schools face immense funding pressures as fees 

are capped within HEI government frameworks and universities begin to offer vocational 

programmes with larger contact hours. 

 

To create further problems for those teaching technical theatre in Higher Education, it is 

often difficult to observe what or how different types of institutions, create or deliver their 

curricula.  Neil Fraser, a world-renowned lighting designer and published Higher Education 

professional suggest the potential barriers to a conversation between training providers 

might be because: 
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The sector is so varied and so differently represented, that suspicion exists between 

the various types and levels of training, leading an increasingly diverse group of 

training providers to chase the same small number of interested applicants’ (Fraser 

in Farthing, 2012: 19).   

 

As such, this thesis will look at the strengths and weaknesses of different programme 

structures and how these might affect a student’s industry readiness.  

 

This section has outlined a blurring of traditional routes into technical theatre and depicts a 

complex landscape of qualifications.  Whilst this section has captured possible and 

obvious trajectories, we should note that a qualification in technical theatre is not a 

precursor to a job in the industry.  As such, those studying English, maths or engineering 

at any level may find themselves applying for roles in technical theatre and working their 

way up; those studying related courses may move into the sector.  This might include 

courses in media studies, animation, business studies or marketing.  In addition, whilst 

course titles, qualification frameworks or education benchmarks might have parity across 

different HEIs, the curricula, methods of training and breadth of material covered will be 

unique to each education provider.  As such, no student will have the same experience, 

knowledge or understanding as another.  Whilst the complex landscape of theatre and 

performance might explain the multiple types of qualifications available in education given 

the array of student trajectories, it is not possible to neatly map an education pipeline onto 

technical job roles in theatre and performance.  This may, in part, be responsible for the 

perceived skills gap discussed in the previous chapter.  It has also become clear that the 

traditional discourse of technical theatre no longer provides an adequate critical language 

to describe the increasingly blurred roles or complex ways of working of technical theatre 

practitioners.  As such a new way of thinking and talking about technical theatre is 

necessary in order to ensure that graduates emerging out of HE are equipped with the 

necessary skills for the future of the entertainment industry. 

 The chapter moves on to introduce the critical language of scenography as a way of 

overcoming the limitations of traditional technical theatre language. 

 

2.8 Technical Theatre Practice: A Scenography Perspective 
Farthing’s topology, (see sections 2.2-2.4), has allowed me to discuss separately and in 

detail, the different elements of technical theatre: Technology, Craft, Management and 

Design.  We have seen how these concepts are not enough to understand the complex 
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practices of technical theatre.  Moving forward, the attention is drawn to scenography, a 

term which has come out of our conversation on design, and which allows us to discuss 

the inter-relatedness of different technical theatre elements and methods.   

 

In 2015, Collins and Aronson launched the Journal of Theatre and Performance Design 

declaring:   

 

An historic moment… To signify a coming of age; an assertion that scenography, as 

a way of reading performance that takes account of the interrelationship of all its 

constituent elements, is formally instated as a significant contributor to the 

production of knowledge, not only in performance studies but across a range of 

closely related fields (Collins and Aronson, 2015: 1) 

 

The assertion that scenography is a significant contributor to the production of knowledge 

demonstrates a substantive reframing from Palmer's description of a single designer.  This 

section tracks the iterations of scenography thinking from articulating what scenography is 

in theatre and performance, through to expanded definitions of scenography across 

contexts and beyond, discovering scenography in ‘liquid’ spaces and as a process of place 

orientation.   

 

In the first decade of the twentieth century, theatre performance and design scholars 

grappled with defining what Scenography is.  Pamela Howard in What is Scenography? 

(2002) argued that ‘Scenography is the seamless synthesis of space, text, research, art, 

actors, directors and spectators that contributes to an original creation’ (130).  Joslin 

McKinney and Philip Butterworth extend this definition to the ‘manipulation and 

orchestration of the performance environment’ (2009: 4).  This environment constructed 

from ‘scenographics,’ the component parts of scenography which, they note, are central to 

both production and compositional processes of performance and audience experience 

(ibid).   These definitions are a marked move away from the concept of design, where the 

‘mise-en-scene’ considers two-dimensional representations and where the separate 

design disciplines may be seen as distinct.  Here scenography provides a holistic 

approach and asks us to consider theatre and performance as a choreographed 

assemblage of scenographics. 

 

Building on these definitions, Joslin McKinney and Scott Palmer argue for a new 
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scenography framework, to understand it as ‘a mode of encounter and exchange founded 

on spatial and material relations between bodies, objects and environments’ (McKinney 

and Palmer, 2018: 2).  This scores scenography as a practice which recognises mediated 

relationships between people, materials and context.  This, they argue, is necessary as 

traditional frames of theatre and performance that centre on the performer, or the need of 

the text, no longer explains site-specific work or those which take place in an immersive 

environment.  The authors provide these two models of performance as examples from a 

myriad of possible contemporary performance modes.  Nor, they argue, do current 

frameworks account for ways of working made possible by mobile technologies and 

screen-based performance.  Their framework is articulated through the topology of: 

Rationality, Affectivity and Materiality.  Rationality concerns both the organisation of space 

for intersubjective or empathetic encounters and allows for a potential reimagining of 

existing social structures, where spectators or participants are enabled to see familiar 

spaces in new ways (8).  Here they are talking about theatre and performance as a 

mediated event, where there is a relationship between space and spectator.  In site-

specific performances, audiences are asked to be attentive to urban spaces and provoked 

to make new meanings by being re-orientated or re-positioned (8-10).  Their second 

frame, ‘Affectivity,’ describes the spectator’s ability to experience the performance as a 

range of potentialities rather than concerning itself with a singular message.  Scenography, 

they argue, affects the whole body; it is visceral and engages with all the senses.  At times 

this may be gradual, over time, allowing for spectators to group associations as a 

performance unfolds in a temporal and spatial dimension (10-12).  As such, meaning 

emerges not by a single sign, but as a result of a phenomenological experience which 

unfolds.  Materiality, they go on to describe, denotes the physicality of objects, spectators 

and the felt presence of sound and light.  Here the scenographic elements of scenography 

are understood through a process of mediation, where human and non-human 

components interact and make meanings.  Where rationality, affectivity and materiality 

conceive theatre and performance through a spatial orientation.  This is echoed in 

Gestalten’s portfolio Liquid Spaces: Scenography, Installations and Spatial Experiences 

(Gestalten, 2015) where the boundaries of art, theatre and performance are broken down 

and where scenographers re-define how light, texture sound and space interact.  

Documenting theatre and non-theatre spaces, the collected work demonstrates the porous 

boundaries between disciplines and the possible relationality between people and 

scenographics.  In these expanded positions and in similar ways to McKinney and Palmer, 

Baugh’s 2nd edition of Theatre and Performance Technology describes the ways in which 
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contemporary scenography practice has become to be a socially engaged and shared 

methodology for working with communities.  Examples are offered by Baugh in the ways 

material assemblages of objects, memorabilia and clothes might exhibit as gallery 

installations to ‘empower the collective memories of local communities’ (Baugh, 2013: 

235).  A collaborative act between artists and communities which orientates people to 

space. 

 

2.9  Technical Theatre: Scenography and the Scenographic  
 

Rachel Hann in Beyond Scenography (2019) rethinks ‘scenography as space orientation’, 

preferring the notion of ‘place orientation,’ where scenographers are intentionally aware of 

the effect of scenographic stimuli; focussing on how these elements come together as an 

assemblage (Hann, 2019: 37).  Here, Hann argues, that ‘scenographics are interventional 

acts of place orientation… [and] afford a framework of specifying ‘stage-like’ potentials of a 

situation’ (Hann, 2019: 28).  Scenographics invite us to re-orientate ourselves and imagine.  

In a hanging together, scenography becomes an act of place orientation emerging from 

‘how bodies relate to objects (body-object), relate to other bodies (body-body) and how 

objects relate to objects (object-object)’ (ibid: 19).  Central to Hann’s argument is that 

scenography is synonymous with theatre-making.  Using Duska Radosavljevic’s (2013) 

argument that the role of ‘theatre-maker’ collapses the hierarchical roles of author, director 

designer performer and technician, Hann challenges the idea that scenography is simply a 

technical function.  Instead, Hann asserts:    

 

‘No one aspect of theatre making is any more or less than any other… Scenography 

[therefore] emerges as a distinct strategy for how theatre happens that extends to 

the movement and placement of performers as well as the affective qualities of light 

and sound (Hann, 2019: 6) 

 

In doing so Hann moves scenography beyond purely a function of technical theatre 

practice but rather as a framework for seeing theatre and performance in its entirety, a 

process involving those who make theatre; a rejection of traditional technical theatre roles.  

This thesis supplements and foregrounds this position, recognising the roles of technicians 

as creative experts: scenographers.  Technicians may be designers, auteurs, ‘artists and 

activists’ (McKinney and Palmer, 2018: 3).  Thinking back to Schechner’s quadralogue 

(Section 2.1), the ‘Auteur-director’ model may now be re-framed as a model for the 
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scenographer.   One which may control every aspect and design decision and becomes a 

mode of making theatre which relies on the coming together of scenographic elements, 

which includes both the actor and the audience.   This analogy however is perhaps 

reductive in a number of ways.  Firstly, it overlooks the collaborative nature of theatre-

making and potentially ignores the decisions made by team members across scenography 

teams.  Secondly, it binds the use of scenography and the concept of scenographics to 

theatre-making, which Hann recognises, through the concept, might be used to consider 

any manner of material-based practices beyond theatre and performance.  Indeed Hann 

notes ‘While all Scenography is scenographic, not all that is scenographic is scenography’ 

(98).  In doing so, Hann carves out two distinct positions, the ‘scenographic’ and 

‘scenography,’ arguing that, whilst they may relate to one another, they exist as two distinct 

sets of ideas.   

 

Scenography, as defined in section 2.8, considers the intersection of stagecraft 

components: scenery, lighting, acting, sound etc. through a coming together of assembled 

performance practices.  In doing so, scenography is interested in the rubbing together of 

these performance methods and considers them, not as distinct methods or stage 

orthodoxies, but as assembled stage acts.  Scenographics, on the other hand, is not 

concerned with these ‘methods’ of performance practices, but rather how scenographic 

components might come together to affect a certain feeling of place (Hann, 2019:89).  The 

plurality of Hann’s scenographics asserts that, within this emerging theory, scenographics 

is concerned with the coming together of multiple scenographic components.  With the 

same methodology of scenography, scenographics looks to describe the intersection of 

scenographic assemblages.  The scenographic is defined through the idea of place-

orientating material processes such as light, memory, texture and scent.   In this coming 

together, these material scenographic components irritate, score and draw attention to 

scenographic moments.  In so doing, scenographics in the first instance orientates the 

onlookers’ attention toward specific scenographic components and aspects of the stage, 

whilst opening the viewers’ awareness towards the broader stage geography. I will now 

define the terms ‘place orientation,’ ‘stage geographies’ and ‘worlding,’ as these appear 

central to Hann’s theory of scenographics.  The next chapter will then build on this, 

recognising the mediated relationship of social and material actors in scenography practice 

and orientate this towards a theory of learning which, at present is missing from this 

discussion.   
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Place orientation is a central tenant to Hann’s theory of scenographics.   For Hann, objects 

are ‘open to possibilities’ and invite ‘potential action.’ (28)  Having an ‘attentive quality,’ an 

individual object enacts an ‘othering orientation,’ asking onlookers to position themselves 

with an object, forming a temporary and temporal relationship to it, whilst considering it in 

relation to the other objects, bodies and space.  It is this ‘othering of orientation’ which 

Hann argues is scenographic and offers a distinct form of place orientation: objects-

bodies-space (29).  Drawing on performance scholar Sally Mackey, Hann’s understanding 

of place is defined through our relationship with it.  

  

‘Our relationship to place is critical in contemporary lives.  How we are placed or 

how we place ourselves has changed, and is changing, significantly.  Performance-

related activities can help the way we relate to place, through reformulating our 

relationships with the place we know and providing approaches which aid 

emplacement in new or familiar places.’ (Mackey, 2016 see Hann, 2019: 22) 

 

Hann’s place orientation is an extension to Mackey’s implied notions of social and material 

relationships.  This is significant as it shifts scenography away from considering ‘space as 

the active component in scenographic practices, where place is rendered inactive, 

descriptive or figurative.  Instead, Hann argues, ‘place orientation is a crafting of stage-

spaces,’ allowing us to plot a trajectory through place and where ‘scenography as place 

orientation amounts to a crafting of stage geographies’ (Ibid).  Within ‘stage geographies,’ 

Hann draws on the concept of ‘stage’ as a way to reflect a human desire to consider the 

world through a singular unit, reducing it to ‘a point of attentive action’.  This expanded 

definition of ‘stage’ taken from Dr Jean-Paul Martinon, a reader in visual cultures at the 

University of Goldsmiths (2020), who mark curatorial stages as ‘the co-appearance of 

subjects, objects, architectures, communities and worlds and with it the formation of a 

police [state]’ (Martinon, 2013: 11 in Hann, 2019: 81).  The attraction in this reading, for 

Hann, is that the concept of world is rendered in paradox, to describe both a totality and 

the demarcation of a singular defined space.  This demarcation sitting as a mediated 

human process allowing us to perceive the world through the comprehendible unit of 

stage.  Staging then, in this expanded definition, is a cognitive tool allowing us to consider 

and construct notions of world in a mediated process.   

 

Geographies, within ‘Stage geographies,’ allude to the ‘situational attentiveness’ of 

scenographic acts.  Noting the situatedness of place, Hann brings together ‘qualities of 
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landscape with ideological system of power’ (ibid) allowing us to consider stage 

geographies as the way we re-order and construct place, assign meaning and power and 

consider place within its wider world context.  We might then consider stage geographies 

as a concept to help us consider how we mediate the world around us, understand it and 

learn.  By extension, worlding, marks for Hann, a process by which we orchestrate and 

construct personal orders of world.  Here world is not a singular entity, but rather plural, 

suggesting that we encounter multiple worlds each day, be it ‘Disney World… the Natural 

World…the third world’ (80).  The process of worlding does not attend to if something is 

real or not, but rather acts as a framing device, allowing us to conceive different material 

assemblages in different ways.  How we conceive different worlds orientates our 

understanding of the objects-people-space within it and affects our experience and the 

way we think.  In doing so, Hann’s ‘world’ brings together ideas of territory, place, scale 

and network which this chapter will later consider in relation to context, learning and 

scenographics. 

 

Hann argues that her theory of scenographics can be applied to any practice where there 

is a ‘material culture;’ in similar ways to other orthodoxies of performance (Hann, 2019:11), 

referencing both ‘performativity’ and ‘theatring.’  These concepts draw on performance, 

cultural and social studies and looks to examine everyday events through a performance 

lens.  The former term, ‘performativity,’ examines how the material bodies ‘act’ in spaces, 

engendering identity through actions, rather than having pre-existing identities which are 

expressed (see Fisher Lichte, 2008: 24-37).  As bodies assemble in performative acts, 

both live and in embodied acts of long-distance virtual gatherings (such as on social 

media), new meanings are created between bodies, space and politics (see Butler, 2015).  

The latter term ‘theatring,’ is a verb of ‘theatre,’ describing how cultures perform, or how 

cultures stage individuals and present them ‘across diverse platforms’ to be watched 

(Lavender, 2016:197).  This application of performance theory to social life is made 

possible by expanding definitions of theatre and performance beyond institutional 

readings, by which I mean the legal traditions and arts practices of the theatre.  Instead, in 

an expanded reading, performance acts occur in wider ‘cultures of staging,’ where we form 

relationships between: materials-space, stage-spectator or performance-everyday.  This, 

for Hann, occurs alongside a process by which the spectator orientates themselves to 

place, a process, of ‘worlding’ (Hann, 2019: 11).  For Hann, ‘stage’, or the act of staging, is 

a process of the scenographic, of human worlding, where ‘world as stage… provides a 

means for reducing the complexities of worlding to a point of attentive action’ (Hann, 2019: 
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81) a cognitive act, whereby we both understand and by extension, I argue, learn.   

 

This section has unpacked Hann’s theory of the scenographic.  I argue these framing 

devices of place orientation, stage geographies and worlding might help us describe and 

understand the process of learning.  Reflecting back on the quote from Mackey, I call upon 

this performance literature to allow for a re-orientation of practice-based learning concepts, 

placing the process of mediation and cognition as central to its discussion.  Whilst I note, 

inherent in Hann’s writing, is a call to reify and assign power to objects and places in a way 

which ‘irritates’ against the theoretical frame within this chapter, nevertheless I argue that 

Hann’s performance theory opens up new ways to investigate learning and pedagogy, 

allowing us to ‘stage learning,’ to conceive orders of world which rub against each other, 

drawing attention to learning scenographic moments.  A learning scenographics which 

draws attention to the way’s different concepts and ways of thinking irritate each other, 

allowing us to understand both components in turn whilst seeing how they fit within wider 

staged learning geographies.   
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2.10 Towards a scenographic analysis of technical theatre education in the UK 

 

This chapter has demonstrated the distinct characteristics of theatre and performance and 

the unique and complex position of those who work within this field.  For technical theatre, 

a term layered by the dimensions of technology, craft, management and design, the 

complex web of practices is even more unique requiring a level of adaptability depending 

on the context of the performance you are working in.   

 

The thesis has demonstrated that we cannot consider technical theatre practice as a 

monolithic practice, nor those who carry it out as a homogenous group.  As such we must 

approach its education from a person-centred position considering how technical theatre 

practice hangs together in a scenographic assemblage.   

 

The chapter has mapped different trajectories through Education from levels 2-6 and noted 

different models which include: on the job apprenticeships, practice-based vocational 

courses and academic courses.  As such, more work needs to be done to tease out how 

these differences manifest.  Of particular interest to my research question is how these 

manifest in HEIs, a focus derived from the author’s specific professional perspective as a 

technical theatre tutor.     

 

Finally, the chapter has introduced scenography where two readings were developed.  

Scenography is a way of describing the process of making theatre, but also, offered by 

Hann (2019) as scenography as place orientation in a process of worlding.  Through this 

work I have made explicit the social, situated and material dimensions of scenography.  

Drawing from Hann (2019) I have presented the emerging theory of performance 

scenographics and drawn attention to the orthodoxy of using performance theory to 

analyse social phenomena.  In the following chapters I will draw from the concept of 

scenography to construct a learning theory.    

 

Appraising critically the account offered within the chapter, there are a couple of areas 

which require a more thorough investigation later in the thesis.  In the case of technology, 

defined using Mumford (1934), whilst the definition complimented wider definitions 

encountered as part of Farthing's topology of technical theatre it did not account for the 

complex role technology plays within work practices, especially given the process of 

digitisation occurring later that century.  Whilst the account of technology as a tool, as 
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something which is actively manipulated, has synergy with scenography and the 

orchestration of place, there appears a tension between the scenographer who is an active 

agent in placemaking and the scenographic as something which pre-configures that social 

practice.  This mediated, reflexive relationship needs further consideration.  

 

Finally, I draw the reader’s attention back to the observation made earlier in this chapter, 

that Hann (2019) begins to present a theory of scenographics, which she develops to 

consider practices which are not theatre, performance or design.  This thesis, concerned 

with learning and pedagogy, begins to consider the ways in which this emerging theory 

might impact our understanding of practice-based learning and develops the idea of 

Learning Scenographics as a way to analyse complex socially situated practices.  

 

A useful departure to begin our next chapter Learning Scenographics: Principles for an 

emerging theory of learning 
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Chapter 3 – Learning Scenographics: Principles for an emerging theory of learning  
 

3.1 Introducing the term Learning Scenographics 

In this chapter, I introduce the term Learning Scenographics and offer it as a distinct 

position within the learning literature which speaks to the learning of Scenography in HEIs.  

To do this, this chapter, along with chapter four, work together to build Learning 

Scenographics as a socio-cultural paradigm, drawing from Hann’s notion of the 

scenographic from the previous chapter.   

 

What is missing from the concepts of scenography and scenographics is a theory of 

learning (see sections 2.8 & 2.9).  As such, the thesis turns to the literature on learning 

which speaks to the practices of scenography.  As we will see in this chapter, the literature 

on learning does not offer a single unified theory which captures the unique practices of 

scenography and as such, there is a need to construct a distinct socio-cultural position 

which will enable me to critically investigate the learning of Scenography in an HEI.  The 

work on scenography in the previous chapters has made explicit components of 

scenography practice.  A crafting practice which brings together scenographers who 

mediate material tools with others in situated contexts.  As such this chapter will offer 

learning theories which speak to the mediated relationships between people and materials, 

which look at the structured relationship between pedagogues, experienced peers and 

learners in situated learning environments   In bringing these together, I offer a unifying 

concept of learning which I call ‘Learning Scenographics.’ 

 

This chapter considers Learning scenographics through the social, cultural and historical 

perspectives of Practice, Learning and Cognition, grouping together a family of literature to 

draw out generative concepts of the pedagogy and learning of practice.  Chapter four will 

then deepen this social cultural perspective of scenography practice and the scenographic, 

by scoring the concept of socio-material entanglement from Actor-Network Theory and in 

doing so forges a new unit of analysis.  

 

To construct my argument for learning scenographics I present a family of four socio-

cultural theories: Vygotsky (1978), Wood Bruner and Ross’ (1976), Lave and Wenger 

(1991) and Brown, Collins and Duguid’s (1989) to orientate the reader in the landscape of 

Learning Pedagogy, Practice and Cognition.  These are situated, in section 3.2, within a 

wider social, cultural and historical literature which each use Vygotskian principles at their 
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core.  Thus, making the case that Vygotsky can be used to construct our own learning 

principles to investigate scenography practice and construct a unique unit of analysis: 

Learning Scenographics.  

 

By laying out a set of founding principles which form the basis of much of the 

contemporary thinking in social-cultural paradigms, I carve  

learning scenographics as a distinct and unique contemporary paradigm.  Whilst this 

thesis is bound to the study of scenography in HEI, I argue that this emerging, learning 

scenographic paradigm, can be used to analyse wider socio-material practices in 

education settings.  The chapter concludes by developing principles of this emerging 

learning theory. 

 

 

3.2 Learning Scenographics:  Key Themes and Concepts 

Vygotsky has formed a cornerstone for much contemporary thinking in pedagogy and 

learning and has allowed scholars to articulate how we understand the use of physical or 

psychological tools to mediate human activity.  Broadly the literature spans Cultural-

Historical theories, Cultural Historical Activity theory, known as CHAT and Social Cultural 

theory.  This section briefly outlines this theoretical geography to understand how different 

perspectives concentrate on different phenomena or units of analysis.  In doing so, I 

present Vygotsky’s thinking as a widely adopted generative theory which has been used in 

different, yet similar iterations.  By scoping these iterations at the beginning of this chapter, 

before delving into the theory itself, I make way for a new perspective on Vygotsky’s 

teaching, which I call Learning Scenographics, a phenomenon which considers the 

components of Vygotskian mediation through the lens of scenography practice, and 

Hann’s concept of scenographics. 

 

Social cultural theories of learning consider learning as situated, where people learn by 

undertaking practice in specific settings. This chapter will present Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) community of practice to provide an exemplar of this thinking tradition.  In doing so, 

I begin to bring together a family of learning literature which considers learning and 

practice from situated perspectives.  This allows me to begin to form a critical framework to 

construct the principles of a unit of analysis.  This unique approach, grouping situated 

learning literature and framing it in new ways against and within scenographics, is 

necessary because I argue throughout this thesis, that learning scenography practice in 
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Higher Education is a unique phenomenon and as such, any legitimate analysis of practice 

must be rooted from praxis: an understanding of the new and emerging methods of 

vocational scenography practice as defined in the previous chapter and the contemporary 

evolving concepts of scenographics which arise from this changing practice, grounded in 

this thesis through Hann (2019). 

 

Cultural-Historical perspectives which draw on Vygotsky argue that psychological and 

physical mediational tools are used to ‘build cultures’ (Ellis, Edwards and Smagorinsky, 

2010: 3).  Here, the historic dimension of tools is considered, where meaning is created by 

understanding a tool's past use and where new meanings and orientations are constructed 

by their use in the present, within an ever-shifting cultural paradigm.  As such tools are 

enacted as part of the culture, where cultural tools affect and change human action.  Here 

the domain of cultural tools does not remain static but can be manipulated and changed, 

where tools are repurposed and culture re-tooled (ibid).  Cultural tools and how they 

mediate environments become the unit of analysis to examine human consciousness.  I 

problematise tool use by supplementing Vygotsky’s concept of mediation to consider tools 

as both situated and entangled with those who use them.  Whilst the next chapter deepens 

this socio-material relationship, this chapter dwells on a learner’s navigation of mediated 

objects in environments with others, bringing in social geographers to provide a language 

to understand learning contexts through the concepts of scale, territory, space and network 

(Jessop 2008).  This is deepened by presenting Lave's analysis of context (Lave, 2011) 

which is considered twofold, as being co-constructed in situ and at the same time, 

precedes practice.  Here Vygotsky’s mediation is built upon by considering the interactions 

of human and non-human actors in assemblages which hang together and reflexively 

affect an object's action and activity.  This is necessary in order to understand 

contemporary social practices.  Scenography as a vocational practice does not exist as a 

set of pre-determined actions such as those of the Gola Taylors described by Lave and 

Wenger in the next section.  Instead, the practice, as demonstrated thus far, offers a 

unique set of challenges for the Scenographer, a term widely used to consider those who 

do this type of work practice and expanded upon in this chapter. 

 

Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT) changes the unit of analysis away from 

individuals to groups of people undertaking an activity, emphasising a group’s goal-

orientated actions and shared motivations, with Engestrom’s third generation of activity 

theory often cited as a major contribution.  Engestrom considers the mediated relationship 



 62 

beyond Vygotsky’s Tools-Subject-Object whilst adding rules, community and division of 

labour – expanding Vygotsky’s position to consider working with others.  Whilst this third-

generation literature offers a more complex environment allowing for an analysis of 

mediation across a network of objects and intentions, I consider, from a learning 

scenographic perspective, Vygotsky’s mediational principles through an expanded lens, 

where subject, object and artefact are simply scenographic components which hang 

together in situated practice assemblages and which may include Engestrom’s topology 

but which also might consider other components of practice.  As such, within the 

assemblage of practice, the scale in which assembled objects intersect, how that 

intersection manifests and the position from which practice is analysed becomes flexible, 

allowing for person-centred approaches.  This is compelling as it allows us to consider the 

varied perspectives of learning and pedagogy within situated contexts.  

 

Multiple authors cite the difficulty in summarising, social, cultural and historical positions.  

Ellis et al (2010) note that such definitions are reductive, as contributors within theoretical 

frames often jostle for position disagreeing with one another (see also Yamagata-Lynch: 

2010).  I however present the breadth of approaches, which take Vygotsky’s work as their 

route, to demonstrate how Vygotsky’s generative principle of cultural mediation may be 

used and applied to multiple situated positions of learning.  Whilst this chapter follows 

broadly a social-cultural argument, which comes partway to formulating our theory of 

learning scenographics, the units of analysis identified within these frameworks seem 

lacking to consider the connectivity of methods, objects and people, the central tenant to 

scenography thinking.  As such a new theoretical perspective is required, a position this 

thesis calls ‘learning scenographics.’  Whilst differing iterations of perspective jostle for 

position, what binds them together are the Vygostkian principles of mediation and the zone 

of proximal development, which will become central tenants to this thesis’ understanding of 

pedagogy and learning.  These in turn become conceptual tools for understanding 

complex human activity (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010: 19), and where Vygotsky’s mediational 

triangle is re-framed from a single process of mediation to a series of processes within 

wider practice assemblages.  In order to construct my learning scenographic position, I too 

turn to Vygotsky as a cornerstone in my theoretical thinking. 

 

3.3 Learning Scenographics: Insights from Vygotsky 
Vygotsky (1997) presents a cultural learning theory.  His text: Mind in Society: The 

Development of Higher Psychological process (1997) was ground-breaking for its time.  
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First published in Russian in 1930, it was later published in English in 1978 and again 

republished in 1997.  Given the date the work was translated into English, the work is often 

presented as a contemporary learning theory although it may be more accurate to suggest 

that Vygotsky’s thinking has gained traction in the Anglophone since published in English 

and permeates current social and cultural literature on learning.   Guile (2010) notes: 

 

‘Vygotsky’s originality only becomes apparent when we recognise the way in which 

he grasped the significance of the social in things as well as people.’ (Guile, 2010: 

83) 

 

Vygotsky emphasised that learning was a cultural phenomenon, which used culturally 

specific psychological tools, such as symbols and language to mediate understanding and 

make meaning with others.  For Vygotsky, psychological tools such as language, symbols 

and mnemonics mean humans have a reflexive relationship with our socio-cultural 

environment.  Psychological tools guide how we act in the world as we can conceptually 

understand what a specific situation may require us to do.  We are then able to evaluate if 

this action is correct based on past experience and then adapt and evaluate alternative 

ways of doing.  Thus perception is a combination of the data processed through our 

neurological functions - the data of our senses, ‘seeing,’  ‘hearing’ etc. and our experience.  

Here experience is a cultural phenomenon which shapes our upbringing, our attitudes and 

values etc.  This means, for Vygotsky, that perception is as much to do with cultural-

historical context as it is a natural or biological phenomenon.  This is crystallised through 

his conceptual framework of the mediational triangle, where ‘subject’ (i.e. person) ‘object’ 

(i.e. the purpose of activity) and ‘mediating artefacts’ (i.e. resources to accomplish the 

purpose) appear as points on a triangle’ (Guile, 2010: 87 referencing Vygotsky, 1987: 40).  

The image of the triangle evokes strict connections within a two-dimensional plane.    By 

considering these points as scenographic components which hang together in an 

assemblage, I allow for emerging possibilities between multiple subjects, objects and 

artefacts and as such begin to consider Vygotsky’s mediation as a route to explore more 

complex socio-cultural practices.   

 

By framing learning as a social experience, Vygotsky introduces the role of working with 

others, where our understanding of extant knowledge is co-constructed and allows for the 

creation of new knowledge.  This process may be attributed to the role of the teacher.  It is 

here that Vygotsky describes the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  This Vygotsky 
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defines as: 

 

‘the distance between the actual development level as determined by independent 

problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers’ 

(Vygotsky, 1978: 38) 

 

This zone describes a difference between the known or ‘actual development,’ knowledge 

that has already been learnt, and an area of knowledge which has not yet matured, an 

area of ‘potential development.’  It is the responsibility of the teacher to pitch teaching and 

learning activities at the right level for the learner.  Thus, Vygotsky attempts to describe the 

way an individual learns as an iterative sequence, directed by a teacher or somebody who 

has more knowledge than the learner.   This sequence, he suggests, is framed by the term 

‘zone of proximal development’ (ibid) and offers a framework to consider the relationship 

between an academic curriculum and pedagogic practice.  

 

The Vygotskian principle of adapting the level of teaching material to that of each learner 

was developed further by his peers and contemporaries.  Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) 

arguably operationalised Vygotsky’s ZPD by presenting scaffolding.  This chapter will 

discuss this evolution in brief before reframing these arguments from a Learning 

Scenographics perspective where I argue that the process of scaffolding is a pedagogic 

intervention, where pedagogues assemble scenographic components allowing students to 

navigate and learn through constructed learning landscapes.  This is important to consider 

the different roles within learning environments.   

 

3.4 Learning Scenographics: Pedagogy and the ZPD  
I have framed Vygotsky as a generative theory to understand learning with others and a 

route to understanding a family of related socio-cultural and historical paradigms (see 

sections 3.2 & 3.3).  In addition, I have drawn out two key concepts: mediation and the 

ZPD.  I will use both ideas to help me analyse the learning of scenography practice in 

Higher Education.  Both however require some expansion, in terms of how they may be 

practically applied in education settings, understood in terms of learning practice rather 

than theory and reworked to consider the complex socio-cultural environments of 

contemporary education, practice and workplaces.  This section begins this re-orientation 

of theory by reframing Vygotsky’s ZPD through the pedagogic methods of scaffolding.  
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Whilst within the literature, scaffolding is seen to operationalise the ZPD I move further, to 

consider how the ZPD forms a conceptual geography navigated by learners.  This 

geography, I argue, is scored by the pedagogic interventions of scaffolding, where 

pedagogues manipulate orders of world to enable students to encounter successive and 

more complex iterations of practice.  In doing so, I present both the ZPD and scaffolding 

as active viewpoints within learning contexts, where pedagogues initially construct 

scaffolded contexts through pedagogic interventions which are then encountered by 

learners.  I then bind how these active landscapes are encountered through the concept of 

mediation.  I do this to help me develop a critical language so that I may later analyse the 

learning and pedagogy of practice within HEIs.  This section first outlines traditional 

perspectives of scaffolding before turning to a new, scenographic vantage point.   

 

Scaffolding, as a term, was introduced by Wood Bruner and Ross (1976) in their article 

The Role of Tutoring in Problem Solving.  Here they define scaffolding as: 

 

‘a process that enables a child or novice to solve a problem, carry out a task or 

achieve a goal which would be beyond his unassisted efforts.  This scaffolding 

consists essentially of the adult “controlling” those elements of the task that are 

initially beyond the learner’s capacity, thus permitting him to concentrate upon and 

complete only those elements that are within the range of competence’ (Wood, 

Bruner and Ross, 1976: 90) 

 

They proceed to explain a six phase process:  Recruitment, Reduction in the degrees in 

freedom, Direction Maintenance, Marking critical features, Frustration control and 

demonstration (98).   

 

This section will briefly explain each phase before discussing the significance of the 

process and concerns within the literature about the metaphor more generally.  

‘Recruitment’ may be described as the process by which the tutor needs to get their 

students on board and excited about the task that they have to undertake.  From here, the 

tutor must simplify and reduce the tasks into several component parts, allowing the student 

to focus on and perfect specific components deemed to be at the right level for that 

student, whilst the tutor fills in the rest of the activity.  In this way, the tutor ‘reduces the 

degrees of freedom’ of a task and presents a way forward.  Where learners lag, go off 

course or diverge from the task in hand, the tutor ensures ‘directional maintenance,’ 
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enabling students to check back in with the tutor as the tasks progress.  As the task 

progresses, the tutor marks discrepancies and ‘critical features,’ signposting differences 

between what the learner has produced and what the tutor would recognise as correct.  

Throughout, the tutor must provide enough support so that the student does not become 

too ‘frustrated,’ ensuring that problem solving is easier with the aid of a tutor than without, 

all the while ensuring that there is not too much dependency on the tutor.  Finally, the tutor 

must ‘demonstrate’ idealised solutions to that problem, with the hope that the learner 

imitates back more appropriate forms of the solution.   

 

Whilst some accept this traditional reading as a way to operationalise Vygotsky’s ZPD 

(Wells, 1999), others move to present scaffolding as simply a process to provide sufficient 

tools to learn (Jacobs, 2001: 125), whilst others apply it to the learning of language 

(Hammond, 2002) or writing (Donovan and Smolkin, 2002).  Others consider the metaphor 

as flawed, believing it emphasises a one-way process from teacher to learner, (Daniels, 

2001; Stone, 1998, Lave and Wenger, 1991) rather than the collaborative co-constructed 

nature of learning described by Vygotsky.  It is through this rupture that I recognise the 

inter-relationship between people in learning scenographic practice.  I present the ZPD as 

a conceptual geography in which individuals navigate, orientating themselves towards 

ideas and processes which rub up against each other, forging mediated landscapes of 

body-object-artefact-space.  Here I draw from Hann’s mediated trilogy from the end of the 

last chapter (see section 2.9) and propose a re-orientation of those presented by Vygotsky.  

‘Body’ replaces Vygotsky’s ‘subject’ to signify a phenomenal being who is autonomous, as 

opposed to a subject which evokes clinical connotations of something which can be easily 

analysed and studied.  ‘Object’ remains as interpreted by Guile (2010), as the purpose of 

the activity.  Here I recognise the position of intention within a learning scenographic 

paradigm and suggest this acts as a framing device for worlds.  As such, purpose changes 

how we perceive experience and construct orders of world.   Artefact or mediating artefact, 

taken from broader Cultural-Historical perspectives to consider physical and psychological 

tools.  Finally, space, signifies the situatedness of practice.  Together, I argue, this 

mediated scenographic topology hangs together to orientate learners to place, the 

personal context in which they learn and allows them to plot a wider personal trajectory.   

 

Scaffolding, within this context, looks to describe how the object of learning is constructed 

and influenced by a pedagogue.  Tools, be they cognitive or material, are introduced to 

learners within learning landscapes to allow for increasingly complex tasks to be mastered.  
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Thus, a learner’s navigation of learning geographies is mediated by pedagogic 

intervention.  To situate this thinking within the learning of scenography, I argue that 

Farthing’s traditional topology of craft, management, technology and design are simply 

scenographic methods which hang together in practice (see section 2.2).  In turn, each 

may be introduced to a learner as a separate component of practice.  As a learner moves 

towards expertise, the assemblage of scenography practice reveals itself through the 

intersection of scenographic components, rubbing together as points of irritation in 

practice.  In doing so individuals orientate themselves towards this site of irritation, 

considering each process before seeing the whole, allowing them to decide what action 

needs to be taken.  As such, pedagogues within Higher Education settings can introduce, 

through a process of scaffolding, ever more complex iterations of technical theatre 

processes, allowing learners to identify new ways of working, and re-producing practice in 

new ways.  Scaffolding, as a concept, will be used in this thesis to frame the interventions 

of the pedagogue within learning contexts, which can be understood as a deliberate act, of 

pedagogues, by students.  Whilst the ZPD, as a concept, will be used to describe student 

learning geographies, as indicated above.  However, within the teacher-student 

relationship described by Vygotsky, the complexity of scenography practice and as such 

the uneven topography of the learning landscape is not revealed.  Scenography takes 

place in work contexts and in teams.  As such, the chapter moves to discuss Lave and 

Wenger’s communities of practice to present a situated analysis of learning vocational 

practice, at work, with others 

 

3.5 Learning Scenographics:  Incites from Situated Perspectives of Practice 
I have presented Vygotsky to underpin learning scenographics as a socio-cultural learning 

theory and through Vygotsky, exploring learning as being directed by a teacher; conceived 

as a mediated act between subjects, objects and mediating artefacts.  The work of those 

post Vygotsky, such as Wood et al, discuss how this may be practically operationalised 

within a classroom and clearly describes the role of the tutor as key to developing an 

individual’s learning.  Even though I am using Vygotsky as a generative theory of learning, 

a potential criticism of this approach is that Vygotsky’s theories stem from an analysis of 

learning theoretical principles in schools.  Whilst the language of ‘task’ by Wood et al 

(1976) might begin to incorporate the idea of learning a practice, this section moves the 

analysis forward, bringing greater emphasis on analysing the strategies of the pedagogy 

and learning of vocational practice.  This is important for a discussion on how we might 

teach the vocational practice of scenography.  As such, this section introduces Lave and 
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Wenger's Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991) a critical text to 

discuss and analyse vocational teaching practice.  I begin by presenting Lave and 

Wenger’s argument that learning vocational practice in school settings is problematic and 

moves on to present apprenticeship as a model for learning, drawing out four core themes.  

These are, the ‘master’ ‘newcomer’ relationships in communities of practice, learning and 

identity, use of tools and technology and constructing curriculum.  It will acknowledge 

vocational practice as a social phenomenon, which is learnt within specific situated 

contexts and offers an opportunity to discuss learning as a process which changes 

individuals and forges identities.  In this paradigm, learning is de-centred, shifting away 

from the idea of a single teacher and offering a lens to consider peer learning and the co-

construction of knowledge within situated communities. 

 

Lave and Wenger criticise teaching and learning within schools positioning vocational 

practice as situated.  School, they argue, is predicated on claims that knowledge can be 

decontextualised.  This causes a paradox; schools are social institutions, situated places 

that exist within specific cultural contexts.  As such the learning which occurs within them 

is routed to the social and cultural construct of ‘school,’ rather than post-school situations, 

such as work.  To examine learning in a non-school context, Lave and Wenger, as social-

anthropologists, studied, among others, the learning of tailors in Liberia, a country in the 

continent of Africa.  Within this setting, the terms ‘teacher’ and ‘student,’ derived from 

school contexts, hold little traction here.  Instead, Lave and Wenger observe how learning 

practice evolves through a shared practice, involving a ‘changing relationship [between] 

newcomer and old-timer' (1991: 49).   They frame this shared practice as 'a community of 

practice,' (COP) a set of relationships among people, activity, and world, over time and 

with other tangential, entangled and overlapping communities of practice.  The newcomer 

is defined as the learner wishing to participate in practical tasks and the old timer, the 

person who knows how and who can pass this on to the learner.  

 

It is important to note that Lave and Wenger’s discussion is with specific reference to 

classic anthropological studies of apprenticeship.  These models form the framework for 

communities of practice.  The classic example, often now cited, are the master Gola 

Tailors, whose work with apprentices stems from a need to sustain this trade by the wider 

African Community.  Here tailor apprentices master the trade in phases, in the reverse 

order from mastery, starting with pressing, then moving onto sewing and finally cutting.  

Each phase presents a context for the next and allows skills to be built.  This is 
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reminiscent of Vygotsky's zone of proximal development, or Wood et al’s scaffolding, 

where the expert introduces the next level of skills when they feel it is appropriate.  It 

affirms that whilst learning is a situated activity, the process of learning is similar across 

contexts.  That said, communities of practice offer a clear nuanced difference to Vygotsky’s 

social model of learning as, for Lave and Wenger, expertise does not ultimately lie with the 

single expert 'but in the organisation of the community of practice, the master is a part of' 

(94).  Lave, in their later 1996 work, notes what characterises learning in schools and in 

vocational settings appears similar.  That is to say that learning is something which occurs 

in the day to day, in doing things with others, together, with interdependent activities.   

 

‘There are not distinguishable modes of learning, from this perspective, because 

however educational enterprises differ, learning is a facet of the communities of 

practice of which they are composed’ (Lave, 1996: 150) 

 

Learning is then linked to both the social, working with others and the cultural, how (and in 

what context) we do things.   Both the “criticism mounted,” that schools do not relate to life 

and “apprenticeship,” the mode of learning investigated by Lave and Wenger, need further 

investigation and will be picked up later in this chapter 

 

There are further differences between Lave and Wenger’s and Vygotsky’s approach.  For 

Lave and Wenger, learning practice takes place in communities, where a group of people 

influence learning.  Vygotsky’s focus however was on the individual learner and learner-

teacher binary.  Nevertheless, we may suggest that Lave and Wenger offer an extension to 

Vygotsky’s ‘ZPD’ and the later developed ‘scaffolding’ whereby greater expertise changes 

a learner’s social position within the community of practice.  As a learner moves through 

the tiers of complexity, in terms of learning the vocational practice, the learner is taking a 

journey from the periphery of the community to full community participation.   

 

'Learners participate in communities of practitioners and that the mastery of 

knowledge and skill required the newcomer to move toward full participation in the 

sociocultural practices of a community’ (Lave, 1996: 29) 

 

This movement from learner to an expert is important for newcomers to become 

successful in their community participation.  The COP offers an insight into 

apprenticeships as a method for pedagogy, although, Lave and Wenger identify that this is 
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not without its limitations.  Potential barriers for success, articulated in their terms as 

newcomers becoming full participants, include: when the newcomer-old timer relationship 

is placed in a deeply adversarial position (paired with the boss) or if newcomers are 

overworked or forced to participate.  Further barriers occur when experts act as 

pedagogical authoritarians, viewing apprentices as novices who 'should be instructed' 

rather than allowing apprentices to be peripheral participants, in a community engaged in 

its reproduction.  As such learning, complicated by this social dimension, is affected by not 

only the intention of the learner but others within the COP. 

 

Participation, as described above, involves the whole person rather than just being the 

recipient of a body of knowledge.  This section moves on to discuss the link between 

learning and identity through participation.  

 

Learning is not the acquisition and assimilation or a social world that eclipses a 

person but as 'person-in-the-world', as a member of a sociocultural community [it]... 

involves the whole person; it implies not only a relation to specific activities, but a 

relation to social communities - it implies becoming a full participant (52-53) 

 

This reflexive relationship between the community and the individual means that the 

individual is defined by as well as defines the relationship.  Here, learning involves 'the 

construction of identities' (53).  For Lave and Wenger, learning and identity are 

inseparable, and 'aspects of the same phenomenon (115) and so newcomers are caught 

in a dilemma, they must engage in the current practice and become experts in it to 

become full members of the community, and on the other hand learners give a stake in the 

development of the community and as such, change the community through their 

participation.   

 

Lave and Wenger are also concerned with understanding ‘technology’ or ‘tools’ within a 

situated environment.  Here, tools present themselves within a social construct, whereby 

the knowledge of their function emerges out of a known practice and where, within a 

system of learning, different tools are presented at differing stages of an individual’s 

learning journey in order for learners, in this case, apprentices, to develop more complex 

mastery.  Lave and Wenger recognise tools as being doubly-situated: as part of both a 

social practice and what we may observe as a learning system which may be described as 

scaffolding,  
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'the transparency of any technology always exists with respect to some purpose 

and is intrinsically tied to the cultural practice and social organisation within which 

the technology is meant to function:  it cannot be viewed as a feature of an artefact 

in itself but as a process that involves specific forms of participation, in which the 

technology fulfils a mediating function.’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 102) 

 

Transparency here, unpacked by Wenger, is a characteristic of the double-situatedness of 

tools.  For Wenger, tools and technology are ‘visible’ in that we comprehend how and why 

we might use them.  This, concurrently, allows us its ‘invisible use,’ that is to say, those 

using the mediating technology are focussing on the subject matter rather than the tool 

itself. (Lave and Wenger, 1991: 103) (see also Wenger, 1990) 

 

What tools we learn and the structures in place to teach them may be framed as an 

educational curriculum.  Lave and Wenger note the differences between how the 

curriculum is constructed in an apprenticeship model and standard classroom teaching. 

  

'the practice of the community creates the potential "curriculum" in the broadest 

sense - that which may be learned by newcomers with legitimate peripheral access' 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991: 92) 

 

Within this paradigm, the learning activity has a set of characteristic patterns where 

learners develop goals to understand what the activity is about and what is to be learned.  

This autonomy means that learning is an improvised practice, where the curriculum is 

given structure by the required task rather than from a single expert.  Here the curriculum 

is situated within the everyday practice and perspective of the learner, which means that 

new practices may evolve as the individual sees tasks and work functions within this new 

context.  This differs from the teaching curricula in schools, where traditionally, the 

curriculum is constructed for the instruction of newcomers.   

 

The tenants of Lave and Wenger’s theory, a de-centred expert-newcomer relationship, 

learning and identity and use of tools all describe mediated relationships: with others, with 

self and with the material environment.  These hang together in a mediated scenographic 

assemblage.  Whilst Lave and Wenger offer an analysis of specific practice in context, the 

practice of tailoring is far removed from the complex contemporary contexts of both 
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scenography and learning in HEIs.  Before the ideas of context can be problematised, I 

present situated cognition as a tool by which learners are supported to recontextualise 

their thinking between education and work contexts.   

 

3.6 Learning Scenographics: Situated Cognition and Practice 
 What appears missing from Lave and Wenger and to some extent Vygotsky is the role of 

cognition in the learning process which I argue is central to my theory of learning 

scenographics.  As such, this section introduces Brown, Collins and Duguid's (1989) 

discussion of how activity and situations are integral to cognition and learning.  It presents 

‘cognitive apprenticeship’ (Collins, Brown and Newman, 1987) drawing insights from Lave 

and Wenger and opening up a discussion on Authentic Learning Activity, which will be 

discussed further in Chapter four.  In this chapter, I augment Brown Collins and Duguid’s 

cognitive apprenticeship to consider it as a scaffolding process allowing learners to 

understand, not just how practitioners think at work, but also, how work practice is 

different.  

 

Brown, Collins and Duguid’s (1989) text, Situated Cognition and the Culture of Learning, 

begins by positioning both knowledge and learning as a situated activity.  They present, as 

an example of this, a child who learns language by hearing those around them talk; noting 

that learning happens by understanding words in the context of sentences and 

conversations rather than as an abstract concept. 

 

Teaching [and learning] from dictionaries assumes that definitions and sentences 

are self-contained pieces of knowledge [and]…like any method that tries to abstract 

concepts independently of authentic situations, overlooks the way understanding is 

developed through continued situated use. (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989: 32-

33) 

 

Central to their argument is that all knowledge is like language in that its component parts 

are continually referencing the activity and situations in which they occur.  Concepts and 

ideas evolve with each use as they occur in new situations, requiring the individual to 

negotiate the situated activity and thus the concept or idea is continually under 

construction.  To explore the idea that concepts are both situated and ‘progressively 

developed’ (33) the paper uses the analogy of tools, which, they argue, can only be fully 

understood in their use within a specific context.  Here, context can be described twofold: 
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as the purpose of tool use or activity, and also through the community in which the tool 

functions.  They note that carpenters and cabinet makers use chisels in different ways as 

‘the community and its viewpoint, quite as much as the tool itself, determine how a tool is 

used' (ibid).  The text uses the chisel analogy to argue that conceptual tools work in the 

same way, embedded within community cultural viewpoints and the experiences of 

individuals participating within that community.  This resonates with Vygotsky’s 

psychological tools and is reframed in the literature by Guile (2010) as ‘cultural tools’ (83).  

Brown et al use an additional analogy to explore this further, positing that physicists and 

mathematicians use formulas in different ways.  From this, they conclude that ‘activity’, 

‘concept’ and ‘culture’ are interdependent from each other and can only be understood by 

the presence of the other two.  Where teaching activity offers only one of these, the activity 

becomes in-authentic, failing to provide significant insight into any given area.  

Practitioners within a community of practice see the world through the culture of that 

community and the use of the tools used.    For learners to truly understand an activity 

they must enter into the community and its culture, like an apprentice.  This process of 

learning they mark as a process of enculturation.  

 

Brown, Collins and Duguid note the problems which can occur from learning within 

educational settings.  

 

Too often the practices of contemporary schooling deny students the chance to 

engage the relevant domain culture because that culture is not in evidence (Brown, 

Collins and Duguid, 1989: 34) 

 

This holds synergy with Lave and Wenger’s position of a ‘community of schooled adults’ 

rather than that of industry or vocational practice.  Brown Collins and Duguid however 

extend this beyond the teaching and learning of vocational practice, offering it up to that of 

academic subject areas, such as mathematics.  They argue that students should be 

experiencing these academic tools within authentic domain activity suggesting that 

students may be able to pass an exam but still may not be able to use these conceptual 

tools within authentic practices (34). To enable this authentic activity, teachers must act as 

practitioners for students to observe how they navigate, wrestle and resolve real world 

emergent problems.  This type of learning may appear informal but can prove deeply 

informative in ways that other forms of information dissemination, such as books and case 

studies, cannot. 
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Activity that is hybridised holds no synergy and this is not endorsed by the professional 

community.  As such, Brown Collins and Duguid suggest it is inauthentic.  Much of 

archetypal school activity is thus inauthentic because it is divorced from, as Brown et al 

describe, what authentic practitioners do.  This is because it is not situated within its 

specific cultural context.   The authors use Jean Lave’s (1988) work to frame how three 

categories of people learn particular practices:  just plain folks (JPFs), students and 

practitioners.  They observe that JPFs and practitioners work through problems in very 

similar ways by reasoning using casual stories or models, acting on real life and or 

conceptual situations, where emergent and ill-defined problems are resolved and where 

meaning is negotiated and socially constructed.  For the student, however, reasoning may 

be thought of as a set of laws, using symbols to help resolve well defined problems 

creating meanings that are fixed and immutable.  Thus the student’s problem solving 

activity is divorced from real world problem solving.  They offer the classic example of a 

JPF at WeightWatchers trying to resolve the maths problem of taking three quarters from 

two-thirds of a cup of cottage cheese.  They argue that the dieter was able to resolve the 

problem because of their situated position, able to navigate the tools of cooking, cup, 

board and knife to resolve the problem by visually and practically carving out the fractions 

in the cottage cheese, first cutting two thirds and discarding a third and then cutting three 

quarters.  They propose this reinforces the tertiary dynamic of activity-tool-culture, where 

cooking, utensils and dieting enabled the problem to be resolved, a product of authentic 

activity where ‘knowing and doing were interlocked and inseparable’ (ibid: 35).  Schooling, 

the authors suggest, works counter to this model, as it disregards individual students’ 

inventive methods to problem solve, instead of promoting ‘approved’ ways as ascribed by 

the text book or tutor (ibid: 36).  This could be seen to further criticize scaffolding whereby 

the tutor steers the activity toward what they believe to be the correct answer or way of 

working. 

 

Products of authentic activity are described as idiosyncratic, indexicalised representations 

‘arising from activity [which] cannot be replaced by descriptions’ (ibid: 36).  A manual of a 

complex machine, they exclaim, is distinctly different to the machine itself.  The author 

notes that there is a relationship between manual and machine whereby, it is easier to 

understand the manual when the machine is in front of you, and, reflexively, to understand 

the machine it is easier to have the manual.  This reflexive relationship between a shared 

environment, an individual’s skills and other knowledge sources such as books or from 
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those around you, is a process of indexing, whereby individuals reference the wider 

context to make sense of a situation and learn.  This is altogether different from receiving a 

description of an activity, as hearing about an activity cannot replace this indexical world.  

Thus, to understand or to know is a process of index whereby knowledge is presented and 

embedded within a specific environmental, social and situational context.  The component 

parts of knowledge, therefore, spread between an individual’s mind and the wider 

environment.  Thus, both knowledge and learning are situated.  As such, ‘learning 

methods that are embedded in authentic situations are not merely useful; they are 

essential’ (ibid: 37).   This discussion, however, focuses on the role of education to prepare 

learners for a world of work.  It overlooks the role of education in the development of a 

learner’s identity, world view and human values.  Whilst this observation is not meant to 

take away from Brown et al’s analysis of authentic activity, it should be acknowledged 

when developing learning scenographic principles.  

 

Brown, Collins and Duguid present the Cognitive apprenticeship as a method to 

‘enculturate students into authentic practises through activity and social interaction (37).’  It 

is presented here as pedagogy which is authentic to the ways in which a practitioner might 

undertake their specific practice.  There are two examples presented of teachers teaching 

mathematics.  The first, Schoefield, encourages students to ‘see the world’ through 

mathematician’s eyes’ (37).  The approach is not to simply provide strategies for problem 

solving, but rather, to enable the students to enter the culture of mathematical practice.  

The approach, when facing a simple problem-solving exercise, was to allow the class, 

collaboratively, to problem solve as well as analyse the solution.  In this way, the author 

argues, students were able to understand how mathematicians engage with problems.  At 

its centre, it appears, is the idea that there is simply not a single approach to resolve the 

answer, but several.  Depending on the approach taken, will draw attention to different 

ways of thinking and different mathematical practices, enabling the teacher to engage in 

mathematical practices that are less commonly seen in a classroom.  The second example 

offered up is Lampert’s teaching of multiplication.  Here, multiplication is embedded in real 

world practice, such as presenting coin problems.  These are chosen because the 4th 

grade students, those Lampert is teaching, have an understanding of this context.  

Lampert scaffolds the activity so that first, students are able to understand their already 

implicit and intuitive knowledge, placing the multiplication problem within a story.  In doing 

so, the students deconstruct the problem into its component parts and discover that there 

is more than one approach to the problem.  In this way, students generate multiple 
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algorithms to solve the original problem.  Through instruction, students are orientated 

towards the most commonly used algorithm, creating a concrete method which the 

students can use; accepted by the students because of the earlier generated stories.  

Finally, the principled knowledge, that which underlies the problem-solving algorithms such 

as associativity and commutativity are embedded in the student's practice, making them 

inseparable from the activity in and of itself.  That is to say that, associative relationships 

between different types of mathematical methods, such as adding and multiplication and 

the order in which a method is conducted are made explicit through mathematical activity, 

rather than taught as abstract mathematical principles.  

 

This scaffolding method makes explicit the characteristics of cognitive apprenticeship.  

Embedding tasks in activities familiar to the student legitimises the knowledge already held 

by the students.  Deconstructing, or breaking down tasks, signposts to students that there 

is more than one way to complete a task.  Ensuring students find their own path to solve 

the problem allows students to be enculturated into a community of mathematicians 

through activity and thus acquire the tools required of a mathematician.  It overcomes the 

earlier objection to scaffolding as the learner dictates or finds their own learning or 

problem-solving trajectory.  In this way, students may be considered to have undergone a 

cognitive apprenticeship.  Here Brown, Collins and Duguid define apprenticeship as a 

‘context-dependent, situated and enculturating’ (ibid: 39) learning environment.  They 

describe how a pedagogue should structure content; first modelling tasks within a situated 

activity, making explicit their tacit knowledge and then supporting the student’s attempts at 

doing the task before finally allowing the students to work autonomously. The term 

‘Cognitive,’ they suggest, emphasises that skills involved in activity go beyond the physical 

activity which is often described by more traditional apprenticeship, such as in the work of 

Lave and Wenger, and aligns the work more closely with ideas associated with more 

conventional schooling.  In doing so, the work of Brown Collins and Duguid provides a 

language in which to analyse and discuss methods of vocational pedagogy.  As such, I will 

use cognitive apprenticeship to consider how pedagogic methods construct scaffold 

systems, and curricula, to move students toward work contexts.  This body of work has 

been built on within the practice-based learning (PBL), literature and will be unpacked 

further in Chapter four.  

 
3.7 Learning Scenographics: A distinct Socio-Cultural Position  

The chapter has presented, thus far, a family of literature which considers Learning, 
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Pedagogy, Practice and Cognition.  These I argue, form vantage points to consider 

scenographic assemblages in practice.  They demonstrate ways to orientate analysis from 

the positions of learners, pedagogues and practitioners.  This section argues that whilst 

these viewpoints demarcate different levels of expertise, and often appear as separate 

roles within learning systems, I argue, an individual involved in practice occupies each of 

these positions simultaneously.  The chapter moves on to consider the scenographer as a 

practitioner, involved in the practice of scenography, as a learner who finds new ways of 

working in emerging contexts and as a pedagogue, supporting their own and others' 

practices.  I do this to both support the concept of navigating through social practices and 

between levels of expertise, which are discussed in detail in the next chapter and to set 

learning scenographics aside from the criticisms of wider socio-cultural analysis, which 

does not take a person-centred approach to understand practice.   

 

This chapter opened by discussing, learning as inferred by Vygotsky, a component of 

being taught in formalised education settings (see section 3.3).  From this position, we 

have considered the process of scaffolding, through a learning scenographics lens, as a 

means to irritate a learner’s order of worlds, a direct intervention by a pedagogue (see 

section 3.4).  Secondly, through Lave and Wenger, we have considered learning as being 

bound to social practice, de-centring the role of the pedagogue and allowing the act of 

social practice to provoke a re-ordering of world (see section 3.5).  Lave and Wenger’s 

communities of practice describe a learning scenographic assemblage, where people work 

together towards shared goals, using artefacts of the profession (tools, materials and 

technology) within situated contexts.  A mediated assemblage of body-object-artefact-

space.  These components exist as scenographic entities. Within both of these processes 

of worlding, Vygotsky’s ZPD provides a landscape in which learners orientate themselves 

to conflicting scenographic praxis where methods of practice compete with different 

perspectives on practice.  I use the term praxis here to begin to connect the binary 

positions of thinking and doing, forming a whole person, bodily, in-the-world perspective, 

drawing from Lave and Wenger.  My argument extends this position, considering the 

person-centred process of worlding, where people navigate multiple world perspectives 

which are co-constructed with others.  In doing so people change the way they act and 

think.  Thus, ideas of worlding are entangled with ideas of performativity, engendering 

identity through actions. This section moves to understand how the situated practice of 

scenography affects identity. It does so by moving to frame a Scenographer as those who 

work together in acts of scenography work.  Where both learners and pedagogues, 
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through practice, become scenographers, re-orientating world positions through staging 

practice.  As we have discussed, practice, in education is provoked through methods of 

scaffolding where pedagogues introduce tools to learners.  When these scaffolding 

strategies are applied across a learner’s trajectory, these form systems of a scaffold, which 

I bind to the notion of an HEI curriculum.    

 

Curriculum, within this emerging learning scenographics perspective, considers how 

learning stages are conceived and create specific learning contexts.  Here, drawing down 

Hann’s definition, stages are used as a cognitive tool to comprehend and scale world and 

as such can be considered a unit of world.  As newcomers learn and extend their practice 

by being introduced, through a process of scaffolding, to new orders of world, newcomers 

begin to orientate themselves to place and as such understand this new and evolving 

cultural and social construct.   A process of learning.  Tool-use, as described by Lave and 

Wenger, begins to describe an entangled process between tool use and their situated 

place.  This is emphasised by infamous accounts of in-and-out of school irritations, as 

ascribed by Resnick (1987), who observes people’s intimate engagement with tools.  

Resnick describes how cognitive and physical acts depend on the tools available and the 

context in which they are used (13).  Brown Collins and Duguid expand this further. 

 

Learning how to use a tool involves far more than can be accounted for in any set of 

explicit rules. The occasions and conditions for use arise directly out of the context 

of activities of each community that uses the tool, framed by the way members of 

that community see the world. The community and its viewpoint, quite as much as 

the tool itself, determine how a tool is used.' (Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989: 33) 

 

This complex, sociomaterial entanglement requires further attention.  To do this, I first draw 

on Lave (2011) and consider situatedness through the lens of ‘context,’ before deepening 

this further in the next chapter, which will draw on actor-network theory to consider socio-

materiality.   

 

Lave (2011) identifies the cross-disciplinary dilemma in analysing learning and practice, 

arguing, in line with this thesis, that ‘acting and the social world cannot be separated’ 

(230).  Lave argues that research in this area often focuses on the ‘activity of persons 

acting’ with less attention on the ‘relation between persons acting and [the] social world’ 

(ibid).  Nor, according to Lave, has there been sufficient attention on ‘the social world of 
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activity’ noting:  

 

‘If context is viewed as a social world constituted in relation with persons acting, 

both context and activity seem inescapably flexible and changing. And thus 

characterising, changing participation and understanding in practice – the problem 

of learning – cannot help but become central as well. (Lave: 2011, 230) 

 

Here, Lave’s argument agrees with McDermott (1993), that participating in everyday life is 

a process of re-orientating our understanding of practice and as such, describes the 

process of learning.  Here I score the scenographic principle of place orientation as a 

reframing of McDermott’s (1993) and Lave’s (2011) conclusions to deepen our 

understanding of context.  To do this I draw on socio geographers Jessop, Brenner and 

Jones, (2008) who map the theoretical turns of socio-spatial relationship theories through 

the lenses of ‘Territory,’ ‘Place,’ ‘Scale’ and ‘Network’ (TPSN).  They argue the need to 

consider the complex context of socio-spatial relationships through the polymorphic 

positions of TPSN rather than prioritising monolithic readings or constructing flat 

ontologies.  I move to briefly define how each term is understood by Jessop et al, whilst 

positioning the terms as tools to help, more widely understand how ‘context’ within learning 

practice, may be considered.  I then turn to consider Higher Education as the context for 

my empirical research.   

 

Within Jessops, et al.’s (2008) reading of socio-spatial theory, ‘Territory’ is considered a 

mapping of person-occupied nations or states which has clear boundaries in terms of both 

land and authority.  Hann’s reading of territory appears more porous, citing its expanded 

use to describe the ‘territorialising function’ of musical refrains, citing McCormack (2013).  

In this analysis boundaries are ‘not necessarily demarcated or delineated’ but rather ‘hazy 

and atmospheric’ (2013, 7).  This, for Hann, articulates an ‘affective atmosphere.’  A term 

used to describe how people respond to and position themselves within scenography, the 

crafting of scenes.  The scene is defined here as distinct from ideas of Mise-en-scene; for 

Hann, scenes are active, and scenes happen (see chapter 2).    McCormack’s musical 

‘refrain’, through this lens, appears as a scenographic component of the stage crafting 

process, a part of an activity, bound by porous contextual territories of objects-people-rules 

etc.  As such it considers the context of the scenographic assemblage as standing before 

people, where the affected atmosphere is to be encountered.   
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Scale, as defined by Jessop et al, (2008) considers the hierarchical demarcation of the 

‘global, national, regional and local (390),’  Hann, uses notions of scale to consider 

‘staging,’ as both the territory of the physical stage and the stages ability to present wider, 

and grander orders of world.  Staging, as a process of scaling orders of world, describes a 

process by which we understand and interpret context.  A personal process, by which 

individuals cognitively comprehend worlds.  As such, individuals’ worldviews are unique.   

 

The terms Territory and Scale provoke two separate and conflicting readings of a learning 

scenographic geography, of context.  This conflict is reflected by Lave’s consideration of 

the cognitive psychologist Ole Dreier and his colleagues at the Berlin School: That 

experiencing or knowing the ‘immediate circumstance’ is different to ‘thinking beyond and 

about the immediate situation.’ (Lave: 2011, 233).   The former resonates with Hann’s 

affective atmosphere, something which is encountered and affects our immediate 

experience, ‘tinting’ our worldly perspective.  The latter is a cognitive process whereby we 

‘stage’ worlds to comprehend, map and learn.  The immediate dilemma here is that a unit 

of analysis which wishes to understand learning as a construct of both processes might fall 

foul of Lave’s wider criticism of research which focuses either on activity or the social 

world.  

 

‘Place,’ for Jessop et al is understood ‘as relationally constituted, poly-valent processes 

embedded in broader sets of social relations, [social practices]’ (Jessop et al, 2008: 390).  

Place here is considered from the point of view of an individual who understands context 

through iterative reference to their wider social nexus of practices.  For Hann, it is the 

active relationship between audience and place, through scenography, which is of interest.  

Scenography, drawing attention to scenographic irritations in a process of place 

orientation.  Networks as ascribed by Jessop et al. however, describe interspatial 

interconnectivity, of ‘frictionless spaces’ and ‘of flows’ (ibid).  This language echoes early 

definitions of scenography as ‘the seamless synthesis of space, text, research, art, actors 

directors and spectators’ (Howard, 2002: 130), yet falls short from notions of irritation and 

intersection.   

 

Using Jessop et al’s (2008) TPSN topology to position my broader socio-cultural 

perspectives of scenographic learning, I argue that Vygotsky’s ZPD, like McCormack’s 

musical refrain, describes the porous boundaries of, a learning, territory.  I move further 

however to frame this as cognitive potential within learning geographies.   A geography or 
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landscape is reflexively constructed, through a process of placemaking, whereby tutors 

scaffold tools and processes with learners.  It is this active engagement of learning 

scenographics which I ascribe to the learning of scenography practice in Higher Education 

Institutions and here is where the idea of scale evoked by Hann’s worlding begins to allow 

us to develop a nuanced understanding of position within a learning scenographic unit of 

analysis.  What is missing from this critical framework is a language to not only understand 

how learners navigate trajectories across evolving places but also significantly, how 

knowledge of worlds outside of HEI contexts impacts and influences learners' 

understanding of scenography practice.  This ability to form connections across and 

between networked practices may begin to extend the notion of cognitive apprenticeship to 

not simply think like a scenographer but rather consider practices in context as unique 

situated manifestations of practice which relate to and alter wider networks of scenography 

practice.  Before moving to develop this learning paradigm in the next chapter, this chapter 

briefly considers both the term and role of the scenographer in HEI scenography practice.     

 

Within the process of place making in HEI scenography practice, the networked positions 

of tutor and learner may be considered co-creators of scenography practice.  The tutor, an 

expert lays out a scaffold in which the learner explores their personal learning territories, 

crafting scenographic components through scenography methods.  If we consider those 

who undertake scenography practice as scenographers as argued in chapter 2, we 

develop a  tension between the monolithic role of scenographer as previously described 

and the co-creation processes of pedagogy in practice where both students and 

pedagogues work together in HEI scenography practice.  Here scenographer as a 

monolith appears reductive of this shared and co-navigated practice.  In this context, the 

deliberate act of crafting scenographic irritations, which draws an audience’s attention, 

forms both a clear intention for scenographers, as a work process, and in itself is place 

orientating, towards the situated HEI.  Pedagogues and student scenographers focus on 

the intersections between each other’s practices, re-orientating themselves within their 

own territory and learning experience, changing their participation in practice.  This marks 

a process of learning.   

 

Scenographer(s), as plural, scores a clear departure from the wider literature on 

scenography which focuses on the ‘individual scenographer,’ as a way to reposition 

traditional design orthodoxies of multiple designers creating static stage pictures (see 

chapter 2, and Mckinney and Palmer: 2018).  The collaborative nature of scenography is, 
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in itself not a novel idea.  It in part can be seen in Baugh (2013), who described 

contemporary scenography practice as engaging across and with communities (223-244).  

This appears similar to the frame of an HEI scenography community.  This thesis’ position 

is more closely aligned with Hann (2019) who recognises the ‘collaborative condition of 

scenography’ (58) within theatre hierarchies, although Hann’s discussion is concerned with 

authorship.  Expanding and augmenting this position, I recognise the scenographer not as 

a job role, but as a stance by which theatre-making may be observed and practised, not 

simply in the world but in the construction of orders of worlds: a cognitive process.  This I 

argue is the case within the work of scenography and its assembled stage craft practices, 

but also within expanded definitions, where scenographics exists in wider mediated 

cultures, beyond theatre and performance.  Within this thesis, I specifically consider the 

socio-materiality of scenography practice but I argue this may provide a new language to 

consider broader vocational practices.  I further argue that the scenographer constructs 

and draws attention to context as staged irritations of world which are encountered.  

Context preceding interaction.  At the same time allowing us to understand and re-

orientate ourselves back towards wider contextual stage pictures, which are re-

understood.  A process of place orientation.  As such I liken the scenographer to that of the 

pedagogue, provoking a re-ordering of an individual’s staged worlds.   

 

Framing pedagogues as scenographers is of interest, as it positions them alongside 

learners who, as we have already defined within scenography practice, are also 

scenographers.   If this is true, whilst the level of expertise may be inconsistent across 

scenographer communities, each learns and develop in practice.  Indeed, the iterative 

process of both constructing and entering into contexts, as described by Lave, is made 

possible as both pedagogues and learners navigate the same landscape whilst occupying 

different positions within scaffolded territories.  Moving further, I argue that learners are 

active participants in staging their own scenographic learning worlds.  This is done in 

conjunction wither others.  In doing so learners form new understandings.  A cognitive 

process which describes an act of learning which I score as a distinct theoretical 

perspective.  A position expanded on in the next chapter 

 

3.8 Learning Scenographics:  Principles for an emerging theory of learning  

The chapter has moved to position learning scenographics as a distinct social-cultural 

theory of learning.  In bringing together the positions of learning, pedagogy, practice and 

cognition and synthesising these with Hann’s scenographics, principles of a new learning 
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theory, learning scenographics, have emerged which positions learning as synonymous 

with practice.  This synthesis has been made possible by arguing that learning activities 

occur in socio-material cultures and as such, can be aligned to Hann’s scenographic 

provocation.   

 

What stands out from the analysis thus far is that Theatre and Performance as a set of 

practices are unique and change depending on complex interactions between 

scenography methods (Stage, Lighting sound etc.), situated contexts, scenographic intent, 

group dynamics, personal orientations, positions and stances.  Furthermore, this mediated 

activity is conducted by scenographer(s) whose combined vision constructs physical stage 

realities.  This re-thinks a scenographer as a job role and argues it as a unique cognitive 

stance co-constructing shared stage visions in both industrial and expanded turns, 

allowing us to consider the wider socio-material cultures of practice and learning.  In doing 

so I have considered how learners are not simply free agents who passively receive 

knowledge, but rather are active agents, co-constructing knowledge with others in 

complex, constructed, situated learning landscapes.  This occurs through the construction 

of both material and cognitive tools.  Thus, I now argue that scenographic mediation 

between assembled components may be positioned as a unit of analysis.  

 

A study of learning scenographics looks to study the points where these complex 

scenographic processes intersect and are mediated by learners.  Less concerned about 

what the individual scenographic components are, but rather, what happens when they rub 

against each other.  To present this within the context of the literature on learning, the next 

chapter introduces actor-network theory as one way of framing such an approach.  Also of 

interest, are the ways materials, tools and technologies appear entangled.  This chapter 

has rethought Vygotsky’s mediation to consider how assembled actors in networks hang 

together and alter individual learning trajectories.  How this trajectory is navigated, with 

others, requires further consideration.  Finally, whilst literature on Work Based learning and 

Practice Based Learning has been alluded to, expansion of these positions will be 

important to frame this research within the wider literature. 

 

On Critical reflection, the introduction of Jessop et al’s (2008) TSPN topology has 

introduced a socio-political position into the thesis where spatial constructs are considered 

through national and governmental lines.  Indeed Jessops’s later work (2016) explores the 

complex construction of multi-spatial governance and chimes with earlier thoughts on 



 84 

curated stages and police.  Positioning Higher Education Institutions in this frame may 

open intriguing connections within the wider analysis of my empirical data although at this 

point I bracket out these broader concepts.  Instead, I use Jessop et al’s (2008) topology 

to provide a richer language of world navigation which ties the ZPD and scaffolding to 

systems of world orientation.   As discussed, what appears missing is an understanding of 

how scenographers navigate moving and emerging contexts of practice in networks of 

objects and people.   To develop a unit of analysis which understands the stances of 

different scenographers in networked positions at different scales of practice, the next 

chapter will develop a language to explore the navigation of personal territories in wider, 

evolving scenographic landscapes.  This needs to develop nuanced, heterogeneous 

positions where people and environments are entangled.  To develop cognitive 

apprenticeship beyond the limited scope of “thinking as a scenographer” the next chapter 

must also develop an understanding of how knowledge of work-worlds, distinct from HEI 

contexts, impacts and influences a learner’s understanding of scenography practice within 

HEI contexts.  Before arriving here, this thesis moves to score the analysis thus far by 

presenting my early learning scenographic principles. 

 

1. Learning is synonymous with Practice 

2. Learning scenographics are the component, mediated parts of practice: 

body-object-artefact-space 

3. The unit of analysis in learning scenographics looks to interrogate points 

of mediated intersection and irritation.  

4. By investigating points of scenographic irritation in learning/practice, we 

can investigate both the moment of intersection and the practice as a 

whole  

5. Points of intersection irritate orders of world and are both encountered 

and constructed by scenographers in scenography practice. 

6. Pedagogues deliberately irritate orders of world through a method of 

scaffolding 

7. Scaffolding methods, in themselves, come together to form curricula  

8. Learning, Pedagogy, Practice and Cognition are vantage points to 

consider situated practice and curricula from  

9. Different vantage points are necessary as Practice is not static but 

changes depending on the level of expertise held within groups 

10. The scenographer is not simply bound to scenography practice, but 

rather, through this expanded definition, describes pedagogues and 

learners in wider socio-material practices  
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By explicitly offering these ten emerging principles of learning scenographics, I look to 

hone my analysis of navigation in scenographic networks.  Thus in the next chapter, the 

thesis takes a person centred scenographer approach to construct a Learning 

Scenographic unit of analysis which. 
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Chapter 4 – Developing a Unit of Analysis for Learning Scenographics 

 

4.1 Developing a Unit of Analysis 

The concept of Learning Scenographics developed in the previous chapter refers to the 

ways in which the component parts of learning practice intersect, irritate and orientate 

learners towards aspects of scenography activity.  The challenge of this chapter is to 

develop a unit of analysis to investigate the learning of technical theatre practice within an 

HEI context.  Where learning scenographics, from a sociocultural perspective, enabled us 

to recognise and make explicit the mediated social dimensions of scenography practices, 

this chapter recognises the complex ways in which social and material components are 

entangled in scenography work.  As such, the thesis moves to frame the unit of analysis of 

learning scenographics away from the broad notion of the ‘learning activity,’ considered 

within wider Social-Cultural-Historical perspectives, but to consider the multiple and 

intersecting actors of practice which combine and irritate each other in scenography 

activity.  In this way, learning scenographics looks to understand how practitioners are 

orientated to places, staging worlds.  Where authentic learning activity makes visible, in 

moments of irritation, new orders of world, allowing us to see, or perceive new ideas or 

perspectives.   

 

The chapter can be seen in two parts.  The first draws from Actor-Network perspectives to 

construct a unit of analysis for learning scenographics.  This results in a set of principles 

which will be used to investigate the leanrig of technical theatre practice.  The chapter then 

situates the concept of learning scenographics, and the thesis’ research paradigm within 

the wider literature of practice based learning and concludes by introducing the concept of 

recontextualisation as a way of thinking through how HEI scenography practices relate to 

the wider modes of scenography activity beyond the HEI. 

 

4.2  Developing a Unit of Analysis: Investigating Sociomaterial Practice 
This section begins by introducing practice theorist Gherardi.  Gherardi complicates the 

mediated social and material relationships offered by the previous chapter's socio-cultural 

perspective.  Instead, they recognise the entangled ways in which social and material 

components occur in practice.  The chapter then moves to recognise this position within a 

broader set of Actor-Network thinking as a way of considering how the unit of analysis 
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might be deployed across different scales of HEI scenography activity.  

 

Gherardi offers the term sociomateriality to examine the assemblage of both humans and 

artefacts and as such allows for an investigation of individual processes as well as 

consider these in wider group actions.  The term entanglement, for Gherardi, describes 

how the assemblage of cultures (words) and nature (things) are inseparable (Gherardi, 

2017: 41).  In this thesis, I use the term assemblage in the same way as Gherardi uses its 

French route ‘agencement’ (51).  Agencement moves away from Anglo definitions of 

assemblage which see these interconnecting networks as rigid.  Instead, I use 

assemblage to highlight its processional qualities, focussing on the ‘dynamic character of 

the interaction between the heterogeneous elements of phenomena’ and emergent 

meanings (ibid).  In doing so I make explicit both the social and material components of 

scenography practice and the unique socio-cultural perspectives of individuals engaged in 

that practice.  As such the unit of analysis developed in this thesis must support the 

identification of social material actors within technical theatre activity and understand the 

socio-cultural perspectives of this mediated activity in scenography practice.   

 

Gherardi situates the entangled components of practice, the social and material, within the 

‘practices of communities’ (Gherardi, 2009, 2012).  Here the term community of practice 

has been reversed, emphasizing the multiple and heterogeneous practice activities of 

communities which co-create new situated knowledge.  This thesis will use this position to 

consider the multiple and heterogeneous practices of scenography teams, where teams 

engage with multiple and varied scenographic practices born out of the situated socio-

material activity of scenography work.  Agency too must be considered within this lens, as 

directly affected by sociomaterial entangled relationships and where both human and non-

human components call for attention.  This resonates with the observations of Hann as 

described in chapter 2.   Those involved in complex sociomaterial practice must learn how 

to navigate these entangled contexts and move from Higher education contexts into the 

world of work.  

 

Up until now the thesis has described the constellation of influences that underpin the 

concept of learning scenographics.  To develop a unit of analysis which speaks to this 

research’s scenographer-centred approach this chapter needs to make explicit the ways in 

which individuals navigate and understand the sociomaterial actors of scenography 

activity.  Hann’s concept of the scenographic (see section 2.9) introduced the process of 
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scaling, whereby scenographers scale scenography worlds in order to comprehend them.  

As such, the chapter turns to broader concepts from Actor-Network theory to recognise 

how a unit of analysis might be applied to different scales of scenography activity, before 

thinking through how individuals might navigate different scenography activity within 

scenography programmes. 

 

4.3  Developing a Unit of Analysis:  Contributions from Actor Network Theory  
This section expands on two emerging positions within the broad Actor-Network literature 

from the perspective of Gherardi and Nicolini (2005).  It does this to construct a unit of 

analysis which might elucidate HEI Scenography activity from two scaled perspectives, 

building upon the learning scenographic principles outlined in section 3.8.  Firstly, the 

macro relationships between the student scenographers and the scaffolded programme of 

study (see section 2.7).  Secondly, to observe a scenographer’s education trajectory who 

arrive at, travels through and leave HEI scenography activity (see sections 2.5-2.6).    

 

The micro-macro conversation is framed, by Gherardi and Nicolini (2005) as two distinct 

versions of actor-network theory; ‘ecology and entrepreneurs’ (2005:1). They define the 

ecological approach as a ‘partially fortuitous coming together and alignment of social 

worlds’ (2005: 5) whilst the entrepreneurial approach offers agency to individuals or small 

groups of actors who ‘mobilise relevant resources’ to assemble and carry out the work of 

the network (2005: 6). Both versions, they suggest, rely on notions of ‘translation and 

intermediaries’ (2005: 2).  Translation, defined by Gherardi and Nicolini, speaks to the 

‘movement of an entity in space and time, as well as its translation from one context to 

another’ (2005: 3), arguing that meaning is transformed in this new iteration and that 

networks reproduce and develop through the processes of translation activities.  Within the 

two perspectives of ecology and entrepreneur, translation from one perspective speaks to 

large movements across macrosystems of activities, whilst the entrepreneurial version 

speaks to local translations by individuals.  Intermediaries, they argue, circulate between 

actors that help ‘define the relationship between them’ (4), such as drawings, texts and 

reports.  These they note ‘are the visible effect of the work of assembling heterogeneous 

materials performed by any actor which seeks to impose its own version of reality’ (ibid).  

They conclude that these two versions of actor-network theory are not mutually exclusive 

but rather offer different foci.  The entrepreneurial model focuses on and privileges 

individual actions in networked activity whilst the ecological favours how activities come 

together over the actions of individuals (2005: 22).  Gherardi and Nicolini end with a note 
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that suggests that by taking both approaches together, the entrepreneurial and the 

ecological, there is a capacity for translation, as a situated practice, to generate 

‘convincing stories’ of how innovative activities are translated in local and global contexts, 

and in the process, changes the contexts in which they engage in (ibid). 

 

The thesis’s learning scenographic stance draws from and augments Gherardi and 

Nicolini’s discourse on the macro and micro versions of actor-network theory.  Firstly, from 

the macro or ecological perspective, the thesis invokes chapter three’s socio-cultural 

position.  Rather than privileging networked contexts as described above, the unit of 

analysis for learning scenographics must allow us to observe how individuals are 

orientated to sociocultural places.  In doing so researchers might observe a 

scenographer’s relationship between learning scenographic components and the HEI 

programme which they encounter.  A networked sociomaterial assemblage.  From here, 

mediating artefacts, whilst intermediaries, are themselves material actors which enter into 

scaffolded curriculums designed by pedagogues and institutions (see Section 3.4 & 3.7).  

They also affect and change the context in which they arrive, speaking to Lave’s (2011) 

argument on context (see section 3.7).  From the micro or entrepreneurial perspective, 

Learning Scenographics Unit of Analysis offers a way to observe how individuals 

encounter scaffolded sociomaterial contexts and construct scenographic worlds.  A 

process of worlding where individuals metaphorically stage world orders in order to scale 

and comprehend activity (see section 2.9) 

 

This section has considered how scales of HEI Scenography activity might be analysed 

through using a learning scenographic unit of analysis.   It has recognised the ways in 

which the vantage points of Learning, Pedagogy, Practice and Cognition (see section 3.8) 

may be elucidated by adopting a learning scenographic approach.  Section 4.4 moves to 

understand how individuals might navigate and encounter personal networks of social 

practices and as such think through what a unit of analysis needs to look like to examine 

these phenomena.  Critically reflecting on Gherardi and Nicolini’s concluding statement on 

translation, further work is required to understand how knowledge is recontextualised from 

and between situated scenography activities.  A task attended to at the end of this chapter 

(see section 4.9). 
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4.4  Developing a Unit of Analysis Trajectories Across Networks 
  
What is missing from the analysis thus far, which is often a criticism of both actor-network 

and activity theory methodologies, is an understanding of the role of the individual and how 

they navigate these complex worlds.  This section briefly introduces Dreier’s (1999) 

Personal Trajectories to begin to unpack the phenomenon of trans-local practice.  Dreier 

observes that individuals participate across multiple sites and locations in diverse and 

multiple ways.  The practices at these sites are situated within their local context and 

linked to wider social practices.  With the changes in work patterns created by decentred 

and distributed work patterns and the increasing use of technology to communicate and 

work, as described in chapter two, practice can now occur in multiple locations at multiple 

times.  This may be a characteristic of globalisation with the advent of telecommunications 

and/or the ability to fly internationally.  Dreier argues however that practice is not truly 

global, but rather is situated in the locality in which that individual is participating.  As 

individuals participate in multiple social practices, their practice may be described as 

translocal, with each social practice occurring in different locations (ibid: 10), and from the 

position of learning scenographics, within different worlds. 

 

As people move across social practices and world orders they enter into different social 

contexts, social worlds, where individuals behave in different ways.  This is because, in 

different contexts, people have different levels of autonomy based on the situation they 

find themselves in, where variables such as their ‘social relationships,’ ‘position,’ ‘personal 

concerns’ and ‘scopes of possibilities’ affect the way a person engages (ibid: 10).  Here, I 

argue, that ideas of autonomy are linked to the aforementioned concept of agency, where 

not only the freedom to act is determined by sociomaterial experiences, but so too is one's 

capacity to act.  People do not conduct themselves by following a set of procedures, but 

rather by appropriate standards and rules so that they can choose to take concrete action.  

Rules emerging out of sociomaterial relationships.  The choices participants make and 

how they orientate their participation is not governed by simply the local context they are 

in.  As individuals operate in multiple socially situated practices and these practices are 

interrelated, choices being made in one context may change how the individual operates in 

another.  In this way the boundaries of world territories are porous, allowing situated 

knowledge to be re-contextualised in new contexts.  Individuals make choices based on 

their entire translocal experience (ibid: 11).  Participation in these practices requires 

individuals to negotiate with other actors, and find ways to understand.  To understand 

human actors, an individual might, as the adage goes, put themselves in somebody else’s 



 91 

shoes or ‘transposing one’s perspective onto their location and position’ (ibid: 12).  

Furthering this, conflict of opinion, differing perspectives and complication allows 

individuals to better understand the context, social activity and each other.  This may occur 

through a process of personal reflection.  Through this practice of negotiation, individuals 

also learn, because of their entanglement with non-human actors in assembled systems.  

 

Personal reflection is only able to take place because individuals undertake multiple 

sociomaterial practices. The different activity takes place in different positions allowing 

individuals to compare and understand their similarity and difference.  Differences enable 

individuals to form richer and broader understandings of their own social experiences.  

‘Position,’ may be defined as ‘the particular social position which a subject occupies in the 

present social, context’ (Dreier, 1999: 15) where context is considered as assembled 

sociomaterial assemblages or world orders.  At these positions, individuals set up a 

particular ‘stance,’ a ‘standpoint’ individuals ‘adopt’ (ibid).  Standpoint describes how an 

individual orientates themselves in the world, taking particular world views based on the 

individuals ‘complex personnel socio[material] practice' (ibid), making choices based on 

this personal reflection.  It is this ability to create personal stances out of reflection and 

map these to form views, opinions, beliefs and a sense of belonging that creates an 

individual’s sense of identity.  

 

Dreier uses the professional practice of therapy to create a generative argument for 

understanding social practice; considering its iterations threefold (Dreier, 2008: 22). The 

first is that we exist in a social world where people participate in human activity, 

reproducing and changing social practices.  Newcomers become full participants in both: 

the vocational practice where they are apprentices, and the community of practice, the 

wider social structure.  This is taken further by Dreier’s second contention, which proposes 

that: 

 

‘human activity is the dynamic middle in which the subject and social world are 

connected in such a way that both are re-produced and changed’(Dreier, 2008: 22) 

 

Here Dreier remarks on the interconnection of culture and nature, actors and their 

entangled relationship, where human activity or individual engagement in sociomaterial 

practice is reproduced.  In doing so activity changes both the individual involved, social 

structures and cognitive understanding.  This develops the analysis of social practice as 
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an identity-forming activity, where social practice is navigated by individuals dynamically 

with other actors.  It allows us to consider that individuals, as actors, can influence both 

how they form identity through social practice and the social practice itself rather than it 

being purely a passive consequence of the practice.  Given the entangled nature of the 

social world, individuals may also have some autonomy in changing the organisational 

structures of the multiple social practices they are a part of.  Dreier’s final contention is that 

the social structures of the world cannot exist interdependently from social practice, 

drawing together the different scales of world.  Here, Dreier enforces that social structures 

cannot always be controlled by an individual, yet are unable to be separated from an 

individual’s social practice; social structures forming the order for ongoing social practices 

(ibid).  

 

Dreier extends the theory of practice, as identified thus far,  by proposing that social 

practice is translocal (Dreier, 1999: 10), that is, occupying and taking place across multiple 

social contexts and concrete places.  Dreier defines a social context as ‘a place in which 

persons, activities and objects are linked with… other such places in a structure of social 

practice’(Dreier, 2008: 23).  Social practice is a nexus of links whereby the actors, who are 

part of it, participate within it and hang together.  Dreier has translated the term “hanging 

together” from the German zusammenhang, to describe: 

 

‘how contexts, as parts, hang together in complex constellations of parts in relation 

to other, more or less definite parts’ instead of  ‘referring to a well bounded all-

encompassing  totality’ (Dreier, 2008: 26) 

 

The idea of constellation evokes a sense of movement, of actors orientating around each 

other and at times colliding.  Activity occurs within the nexus of social practice by actors 

interacting.  Thus, to analyse the social practices of scenography, the unit of analysis must 

consider the interrelatedness of those involved.  Within each specific social context, 

multiple constellations of actors can be undertaking different tasks and actions whereby, 

through participant actions, the social context is both re-produced and changed forming 

new world orders.  This echoes our previous discussion, where to work in scenography, 

multiple teams or, constellations of participants, take part in different activities across 

different parts of the theatre.  Dreier pushes us away from considering these teams as a 

singular, homogeneous, community of practice, but as a nexus of individuals who form 

social connections within specific social contexts in structures of social practices, where 
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occupational, professional and technical practice activity occurs.  Dreier’s unit of analysis 

is the ongoing constitution of groups, rather than Lave and Wenger’s well-established 

anthropological communities of practice, such as the Gola tailors, who continually 

reproduce a given practice.  This does not negate that group identities are not forged from 

a constellation of individuals, or that a community or multiple communities of practice are 

not forged within the wider social practice, but that these are both more nuanced, layered 

and multiple than has been previously described.   

 

Where scenography takes place, either in education or at work, affects how individual 

participants make meaning and thus affects how people act within those contexts.  At any 

point within each context, there are different possibilities of what actions could take place, 

either by individuals or groups of participants.  An individual’s status within social 

structures affects the autonomy of individuals and thus an individual’s ability to change the 

structure they are a part of.  For example, the moment an individual completes education 

and looks for work in the industry creates a unique social context where graduates look to 

move out of one social structure, education and look to move into another, work.  If 

education and work are considered as separate contexts, separate worlds, and 

pedagogues within HEI scenography practice do not signpost the differences between 

scenography practice positions then recontextualising knowledge between education and 

work becomes problematic.  Individuals would become disempowered and unable to 

reproduce, change or adapt their social practices as they are unclear on how to navigate 

these differences.  Thus, an individual’s ability to navigate between scenography practices 

relies on individuals to understand: their relationship and status within the social structure 

they are a part of, the possibilities of actions which they could take and an ability to either 

make meaning or understand the meaning of each specific context.  Thus, to teach 

scenography, a curriculum within education must consider these layered and 

interconnected positions, allowing students to interact and gain exposure with those 

working in the industry, gaining a level of recognition in the social practice of work.  It must 

allow students to recognise how the situated contexts of education and work are different 

and provide sufficient knowledge into ways of navigating across social structures.  This 

may require a pedagogue to consider what the learner does outside of the classroom 

alongside their studies and provide space to develop connections and networks across 

social structures. In doing so, knowledge creation is considered not only out of the specific 

situated context of education, but across the multiple contexts an individual occupies.  

Before solidifying the argument that practice in HEI is unique to that in work and should be 
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analysed as such, the chapter moves to look at the changes in technology used within 

scenography and how this has affected those working in scenography teams.  

 

4.5 Developing a Unit of Analysis:  Expertise and sociomaterial practice  
 

The thesis has characterised scenography as a complex practice where learning takes 

place by scenographers.  Scenography practice, which includes multiple methods, 

involves heterogeneous and connected actors and areas of expertise.  One person does 

not simply undertake a single task before handing it over for the next task to be completed.  

Work occurs simultaneously across practice contexts and often in undirected ways.  This 

has partly evolved from the sociomaterial relationship between technology and practice, 

where introducing new technology into scenography practice, changes the roles, 

responsibilities and processes of those involved in practice.  This disrupts the traditional 

example of learning within Lave and Wenger’s community of practice, where novices move 

on from each practice once they have become experts, instead, from a scenography 

perspective, people may become experts in some methods and may remain novices in 

others.  As such, teams will have within them multiple individuals whose skills come 

together to complete tasks.  To unpack this phenomenon further, the chapter unpacks how 

technological developments have affected scenography practice, before considering how 

scenographers work in teams who have varying levels of expertise to complete complex 

tasks. 

 

From the mid-1960s, ‘technological aspects of the entertainment business started to 

change rapidly’ (Mobsby, 2013).  Using lighting technology as an example, the invention of 

the thyristor dimmer, used now to regulate and distribute power for lighting equipment, 

allowed stage lighting to become portable and controlled by a lighting desk, a control 

console.   In other fields, the invention of the radio microphone allows sound transmission 

between microphone and amplifier without a cable.  Early sound mixing technology, 

playback and multitrack recording and the digitisation of media storage, rather than 

recording tape, allowed theatre-makers to make major changes in how theatre could be 

controlled and made (see Mobsby, 2013: 30-31). These new lighting, stage and sound 

technologies, discussed by Mobsby, coupled with a digital computer operating system 

allowed the technical theatre experience to be fully recoverable and replicated for the 

mass consumer on a scale that had previously not been possible.  Theatre and 

performance became marketable, exportable and a profitable commodity.  In addition, the 
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portability of the personal computer allowed scenographers to consider new ways of 

theatre-making that were different from simply directing a play, as equipment could be 

brought into a rehearsal room and experimented with, becoming a part of the theatre-

making experience.  Technology could be positioned onto stages to not simply facilitate 

actors but could also be considered actors, part of a performance which might also 

perform (McKinney and Butterworth, 2015).  This marked a clear change in how theatre-

makers thought and understood theatre practice and meant that new stagecrafts were and 

continue to be required (Baugh, 2005, Aronson, 2000); a turn in performance making 

practices now understood as scenography.  As such scenographers respond to the 

changes made in technology and embed them within scenography practices requiring 

those facilitating these practices to continually upskill and learn new ways of working.  In 

itself, this has its challenges.  Stage automation provides a clear example of the types of 

challenges faced by education institutions as its difficult to access this technology in 

education settings, given its cost and size, on the other hand, due to show schedules, 

newcomers are not afforded the time to learn the technology in situ.   

 

Scenography, as a frame, considers such live events holistically, as an assembled product 

of scenography methods.  Each method employs its subject-specific skills: sound, lighting, 

staging etc. in specific contexts with others from the same team or with those from other 

teams employing different tools and methods.  As such, not only must the scenographer 

consider how advances in technology and new methods may be employed, they must do it 

whilst considering others, other technologies and other methods.  Moreover, those working 

across, between or in specific methods of scenography will understand the scenographic 

landscape differently, from different situated perspectives.  Thus, the knowledge of 

different scenography methods is distributed amongst the wider team.  This champions a 

scenography of team practice; where shared holistic scenography appears as an 

assemblage of multiple distinct visions from different positions within the stage geography 

of scenographic work.  Where expertise is ‘trans-situated.’   

 

The term trans-situated expertise is articulated by Nicolini, Mork and Hanseth (2017) who 

study the surgical procedure of Tran catheter Aortic Valve Implantation (TAVI) to open 

questions on how expertise is understood, perceived and enacted.  They position 

expertise as rhizomic where uneven nodes are ‘dis-orderly,’ where there are ‘local roots’ 

‘dead ends’ and ‘partial connections’ rather than considering expertise as a ‘homogenous 

landscape’ of expert practitioners or a ‘flat ontology’ (3).  This chimes both with criticisms of 
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anthropological investigations of teamwork and with my understanding of technical theatre, 

where teams continually negotiate and navigate work practices in new situated contexts.  

Like Resnick, Nicolini et al position mediatory tools as ‘accumulations of expertise that are 

brought to bear on activity’ (5), a mediated and entangled view where both materials and 

people work in expert ways.  Ideas of Sociomateriality deepen situated and social 

perspectives where tools mark practical hinterlands, spaces behind activity and the 

accomplishments of expertise (ibid).  Tools, too, draw attention to the absence of other 

tools, and the hinterlands beyond activity.  An idea evoked by Nicolini et al through the 

typical example of Raymond Blanc, the expert Chef, who retains his expertise even if his 

hands were cut off, but if presented with a microwave and asked to cook an omelette for 

the first time ceases to be an expert.  Practice geographies altered by the mediating 

material tool and the situated sociomaterial relationship.  Situated and sociomaterial 

perspectives mark the first two turns of expertise as attributed by Nicolini et al.   

 

The final turn, described by the paper, is the move to consider collective and relational 

expertise and draws on Lave and Wenger’s communities of practice, where experts are 

decentred within activities involving others.  They note that expertise is always de-centred, 

that tasks are constructed through collaboration and that teams bring together multiple 

visions, solutions and breakdowns across and within complex systems of activity.  

Specialists bring to bear their expertise in joint action through inherently distributed, 

interconnected networks.  An argument constructed from the collected works of Engestrom 

(1998), Gherardi and Nicolini  (2002), Hakkarainen et al. (2004) and Ellis, Edwards and 

Smagorinsky (2010) who in turn consider expertise as both collective and relational.  In 

this paradigm, Nicolini et al (2017) note, practitioners establish connections with others by 

visiting other locations to compare ways of working to reflect and develop their situated 

practice (11).  Connections are also made with vendors and manufacturers of technology 

to offer technology-specific skills training whilst offering a wider network of others who use 

the same equipment (12) with further connections made at academic conferences where 

practitioners can meet, ‘comment, teach, learn, explain, showcase, show off and in the 

process take home snippets of wisdom, hints and ideas’ (ibid) which they might put into 

practice in their day to day work.   The concept of trans-situatedness thus  

 

‘captures the idea that expertise is manifested in specific activity that emerges at 

the intersection of the histories of learning and development of the participants 

(human and not human) the dynamics among them, and their capacity to work 
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together. (ibid 14) 

 

As such, the concept of trans-situatedness allows us to consider a scenographer’s 

relational expertise, who take into account the motives of others.  Whilst scenography 

teams are made up of scenographers who have expertise in different scenography 

methods, each align thoughts and actions in activity by interpreting, acting and 

constructing new ways of working together.  In order to understand this phenomena within 

the context of learning  HEI scenography practice, the unit of analysis must recognise the 

wider social actors in scenography teams and look to shed light on the ways in which 

individuals understand scenography work by working with others.   

 

From a Trans-Situated perspective, novices or students can only be ‘socialised’ through 

active participation in local cultures looking to learn through and from professionals across 

practice landscapes.  Trans-situatedness allows us to consider a deeper understanding of 

collective and relational expertise, in Scenography teams, able to negotiate collective 

applications of knowledge.  As such, this concept informs the principles of a unit of 

analysis to investigate the learning and pedagogy of scenography practice.   

 

The chapter moves to make explicit the principles of a unit of analysis, before considering 

this in relation to the empirical phase of this research which investigates scenography 

training in specific Higher Education Institutions (HEI’s). 

 

4.6 Principles for a Learning Scenographic Unit of Analysis to investigate Scenography HEI 

Practice  

In this chapter, we have defined learning scenographics as a process of learning which is 

bound to a scenographer’s cognitive apprenticeship.  A process which takes place in all 

scenography practice and can be used as a mechanism to identify ways of working in 

contexts as well as ways to recontextualise knowledge across contexts.  This section 

outlines formative principles of Learning scenographics to develop a clear unit of analysis 

and in doing so reflects back over the previous two chapters to identify salient points.  

 

Principle 1 – Learning scenographics marks the assemblage of actors in the sociomaterial 

contexts of practice activity.  As such we are concerned with the mediation of activity 

through the reframed positions of Scenographer-Purpose-Tool-Context.  The investigation 

needs to roam between contingent parts and their connections 
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Principle 2 – Learning scenographics define points of intersection where learning occurs.  

This chapter has identified how scenographics in practice intersect scoring orders of world.  

I have demonstrated that through this irritation of world orders learners are orientated to 

place, and evaluate both the point of rupture, the component actors, and the wider learning 

geography.  As such this thesis argues that learning landscapes are unbalanced complex 

systems where through the collision of actors new understanding is formed.  As such the 

unit of analysis for learning scenographics, should explore the intersection of practice 

actors.   

 

Principle 3 – Learning scenographics are personal and identity forming, where each 

individual has unique historic social practices.  As such any investigation should be 

learner-centred where individuals are considered unique.  Any empirical investigation 

would require an in-depth analysis of individuals 

 

Principle 4 – We have defined Performance Practice in HEI as a unique form of practice 

which allows individuals to develop expertise in this mode.  Individuals will be trained to 

work across other modes of performance practice.  As such, performance scenographics 

look to understand how these contextual worlds collide. 

 

Principle 5 – Learning scenographics occur when working on complex problems in teams, 

where actors, actions and activities are negotiated.  As such, the influence of others, be it 

peers or pedagogues should be identified. 

 

Principle 6 – People undertake practice outside of HEIs.  Learning scenographics will allow 

for an understanding of how these orders of scaled activity intersect. 

 

Principle 7 – Learning Scenographics may be co-constructed by pedagogues, employing 

cognitive apprenticeship strategies and as such actors may be deliberately placed in 

assemblages to cause friction as a process of scaffolding.   

 

Principle 8 – Learning scenographics may be co-constructed with Peers and used as a 

way to navigate and model challenging points of conflict. 

 

Principle 9 – Learning scenographics as a UOA has emerged from investigating a 
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particular practice, but is unique to practices in sociomaterial contexts and may be used 

beyond a study of scenography practice and pedagogy   
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4.7 Investigating Scenography in HEIs 

 The chapter, thus far, has constructed the principles of a unit of analysis to study 

scenography practice.  This chapter has drawn heavily from Gherardi and Nicolini to 

accomplish this task.  On critical reflection, one of the challenges with these theories is 

that Gherardi and Nicolini look at practice within work contexts.  The focus of this thesis is 

an examination of scenography practice in Higher Education Institutions.  Whilst Dreier 

offers a conceptual vehicle to think through the ways in which people engage with different 

social practices in and out of educational contexts, further work is needed to recognise the 

cognitive processes of individuals learning scenography practice in educational settings.  

As such the chapter turns to a discussion of Practice Based Learning (PBL) before 

introducing and concluding with a section on Recontextualisation.   

 

4.8 Investigating Scenography in the HEI: Insights from Practice Based Learning (PBL) 
 
Practice Based Learning may broadly be defined as learning environments which either 

take place in work settings: through an internship, apprenticeship, placements or other 

work based methods and / or consider experiential, authentic education in schools 

(Kennedy et al., 2015: 5).  Huggins (2017), notes that PBL is often used ‘interchangeably 

with [the term] experiential learning’ (3), which allows students to apply knowledge and 

practice skills in real world, authentic situations ‘with all the contextual idiosyncrasies and 

unpredictability that entails’  (Ambrose and Poklop, 2015: 55 see also Huggins: 2017).   

 

The thesis has already encountered scholars who might fit within this broad term.  Jean 

Lave and Étienne Wenger offered traditional perspectives on PBL in the previous chapter 

whilst Gherardi and Nicolini, cited in this chapter have offered contemporary stances within 

the PBL geography.  I draw attention to PBL as it is concerned with the modelling and 

construction of educational curricula for Vocational Educational Training (VET), which I will 

use to frame the methods employed for teaching Scenography in Higher Education, the 

focus of my empirical research.  This section provides a short overview of PBL to situate 

cognitive apprenticeship within the broader literature and argues that the student-focused 

methods of cognitive apprenticeship hang together in unstable assemblages causing 

learning scenographic ruptures.  Here students are orientated to the situatedness of place 

and construct orders of world, based on emerging constructs of thought and action.  I 
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present the artificial separation of pedagogue-focussed and learner-focused methods, 

within cognitive apprenticeship, to firstly present markers or signposts for my later 

research data; this I hope will allow me to identify the methods of cognitive apprenticeship 

employed by pedagogues.  Secondly, at the same time, this artificial separation allows 

ideas to be framed so that when analysing learning scenographics from either student 

centred or pedagogue centred viewpoints I can align them to specific learning methods 

within HEI contexts.   

 

Arguments, presented by Resnick about learning in and out of school are further 

complicated when considering HEIs.  Enkenberg (2001), notes that as a learning 

environment they are often ‘removed from the situations, discourse and culture in which it 

functions’ (498).  Here, Enkenberg is concerned with the separation of research and 

teaching, where undergraduates are not exposed to the research developed by those 

teaching them.  Illeris (2002), complicates this further by arguing for five types of learning 

spaces: the everyday, school and educational, workplace, interest-based (such as 

hobbies) and internet-based.  As such, research questions on how you transfer knowledge 

between types of educational spaces come to the fore, with Illeris, (2009) later suggesting 

different learning spaces allow for different types of learning taking place.  Enkenberg calls 

upon multiple collaborative teaching models of Higher Education which look to overcome 

learning space divides: problem-based teaching, learning by designing, case-based 

learning and cognitive apprenticeship.  Out of these models, Huggins (2017) argues that 

cognitive apprenticeship allows for ‘an examination of the transactions and benefits of PBL’ 

(3).  As such, this section focuses on cognitive apprenticeship as a set of methods which 

encourages students to identify the difference between contexts and provoke learning 

scenographic irritation.   

 

Enkenberg (2001) described the following cognitive apprenticeship strategies (503) or 

‘methods’ (Huggins 2017:3 see also Dennen, 2004: 504). 

 

1. Modelling, meaning the demonstration of the temporal processing of thinking.  

2. Explanation: explaining why activities take place as they do.  

3. Coaching: meaning the monitoring of students’ activities and assisting and 

supporting them where necessary. 

4. Scaffolding: meaning support of students so that they can cope with the task 

situation.   
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The strategy also entails the gradual withdrawal of teachers from the 

process, when the students can manage on their own. 

5. Reflection: the student assesses and analyses his performance.  

6. Articulation: the results of reflection are put into verbal form.  

7. Exploration: the students are encouraged to form hypotheses, to test them and to 

find new ideas and viewpoints. 

 

From this topology, I describe modelling, explanation, coaching and scaffolding as 

pedagogue focussed and position: reflection, articulation, and exploration as being learner-

focussed.  This artificial split between pedagogue-focussed and learner-focussed methods 

is imperfect as learner and pedagogue are entangled in the co-construction of knowledge, 

however, it does allow me to differentiate between levels of pedagogue intervention, and 

as such later comment on a learner’s autonomous navigation of learning geographies.  I 

use the term learner and pedagogue to shift from the teacher-centred approach of learning 

and teaching, asserting instead the social and cultural positions of learning and pedagogy. 

 

Huggins (2017) argues that these collected methods ‘lead to transformative learning’ (4) 

with an exemplar drawn from Patterson et al. (2015) who presents a student who knew 

more about where they were and what was going on around them as a result of their 

learning journey (303).  The student described a feeling that, because of their learning 

activity, they would be ‘more able to critically engage in different situations’ (ibid).   This 

response was upheld by Huggins as ‘perfectly’ encapsulating transformative learning, 

where changes in self can be marked.  I argue, however, that what the student’s response 

articulates is a process of place orientation, where the learner was able to comprehend 

their learning geography.  As a result, I suggest, that the learner, when presented with a 

new situation or context, may find it easier to re-orientate orders of world so that they can 

comprehend and take action.  Thus, this is less about transferring learning between 

‘learning spaces,’ as argued by Illeris (2009), but rather allowing learners autonomy to 

navigate multiple learning contexts trans-locally, explore the boundaries of their ZPD 

territories and enable knowledge to be recontextualised between contexts.  Thus 

knowledge is adapted to become entangled in the specific situated contexts of practice.   

 

One of the strategies for learning scenography practice in the HEIs is by supporting 

students to operate. design and manage the technical and production aspects of an HEI 

performance in production teams.  We have recognised through Dreier the ways in which 
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individuals navigate wider social practices, where past positions inform new actions.  What 

is not yet conceptualised is the ways in which individuals cognitively adapt from situated 

experience to the next.  I have argued that the strategies of cognitive apprenticeship cause 

individuals to encounter learning scenographic irritations in HEI practice through a 

combination of pedagogue led and learner led activity. I have argued that these create 

moments of learning where individuals re-orientate themselves in practice.  I have moved 

further and argued that learners bring with them wider social-cultural practices from 

outside of HEIs and as such encounter learning scenographic irritations by considering 

their current context of practice to those wider practice contexts.  I now extend this by 

arguing that recontextualisation is the process in which individuals bring with them past 

knowledge, operationalising and adapting it within HEI scenography teams.  In this co-

production practice knowledge evolves and new ways of working are made.  These can 

then be reflexively taken back out into other contexts.  Thus the concept of learning 

scenographics creates a holistic strategy for the pedagogy and learning of scenography 

practice as it considers the roles of learner and pedagogue in a nexus of socially situated 

contexts where different people have different levels of scenography method expertise.   

 

4.9 Investigating Scenography in the HEI: Recontextualisation  
Recontextualisation, as a concept, is introduced by Professor David Guile and stems from 

an analysis of the challenges faced for learning in the knowledge economy, a critique born 

out of what Guile calls ‘the knowledge economy thesis’ (Guile, 2010: 2).  This, Guile 

suggests, is a collective response to an epoch marked by rapid developments in 

technology and globalisation, a narrative in part, echoed in this thesis.   The knowledge 

economy thesis claims, according to Guile, ‘knowledge, rather than land, labour and 

capital is now the most important factor of production’ (Osbourne, 1998: 17).  Guile argues 

that this point of view   

 

‘fails to recognise that knowledge economies and societies pre-suppose the 

existence of ‘epistemic’ (i.e. Knowledge) cultures and activities, which foster both 

the production and utilisation of knowledge, and agreement about the purpose for 

using knowledge in economic contexts.  (Guile, 2010: 4) 

 

In this vein, Guile argues that knowledge as part of culture and activity is what allows 

people to agree on goals, be they social, political or economic.  Thus, the knowledge 

economy or knowledge society ‘exists only where there are cultures concerned with the 
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production of new forms of knowledge, activity, products and services’ (ibid).  I argue this 

to be the central concern of scenography practice, both in and out of HEIs.  Furthermore, 

Guile recognises a new ‘learning challenge’ which calls for ‘the creation of cultures and 

practices in education and work, which assist people to mediate between different forms of 

knowledge to create new practice and objects’ (5), which in turn, creates questions for 

pedagogy.  In doing so Guile presents a philosophical position, that both acknowledges the 

relationship and differences between different forms of knowledge whilst identifying the 

criteria for mediating knowledge embedded in practice.  A sociologic position explaining 

the need for epistemic practices and cultures to be ‘central to understanding activity,’ (182) 

and finally a pedagogic position to enable us to understand what learning requires us to 

do.  This pedagogic position is presented as a need to: 

 

Restructure our thinking and acting by locating forms of knowledge and their 

associated practices in the space of reasons; 

Reposition ourselves by questioning the constitution of knowledge and practice in 

relation to their object of activity 

Recontextualise and or reconfigure knowledge and practice to achieve new 

economic, political and social outcomes (Guile, 2010: 182) 

 

I argue that Enkenberg’s cognitive apprenticeship strategies (2001), offer a way for 

pedagogues to create a culture within HEIs, allowing learners to mediate their knowledge 

across scenography contexts.  This renders HEI practice as a distinct contextual position.  

Further, we might see pedagogic centred strategies of mentoring and coaching, as 

described by Enkenberg as strategies which support students to recontextualise practice 

in evolving situated activity.  A position explored in chapter seven.  Within the entangled 

nature of practice contexts, I score the reflexive process in which learners bring external 

knowledge from wider social practices into HEI scenography practice.  In doing so they 

adapt and alter knowledge, with others, a process of recontextualisation.  As a result, 

practice changes across different contexts.  To some degree, this can be seen within Guile 

and Lahiff's work on apprenticeship (2012, 2016).  By collecting data through a series of 

situated semi-structured interviews, they demonstrate how, apprentices navigate complex 

learning landscapes where they can position ‘extant ideas,’ cognitive and physical tools 

and guidance from others so that they can collaboratively resolve tasks (Guile and Lahiff, 

2016: 165).  In doing so, they argue, that apprentices gain knowledge, become full 

participants in social practice and construct both identities and orders of world.  I 
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supplement this position by suggesting that this extant knowledge brought to practice by 

learners was itself developed as a historic process, part of their nexus of socio-cultural 

practices.  Developing this further, I argue that the cognitive apprenticeship methods, in 

themselves, are learnt as a part of practice, allowing scenographers to model ways of 

working, allowing them to self-identify scenographic irritants with others.  It is this that 

allows them to restructure and scaffold their practice territories, orientating and positioning 

themselves within that practice and then recontextualising and reconfiguring prior 

knowledge to achieve new outcomes.  Thus, learning scenographics marks both the 

moment of world collision, where different knowledge worlds collide and also scores the 

process in which knowledge is reconfigured and modelled to find ways to move forward.  

This is similar to the concept of translation activity offered in section 4.3 but moves further 

to recognise that all situated practice requires individuals to recontextualise knowledge 

from one context to the next, regardless of the scale of activity.  This will be demonstrated 

within the interview data across chapters six and seven.  For example, in chapter six we 

can see recontextualisation occurring between scenography contexts, HEI and work.  

Whilst in chapter 7, recontextualisation can be seen to occur across situated scenography 

team activity. 

 

This marks a clear point of departure for this chapter, where the sections on Practice 

Based Learning and Recontextualisation offers a way to conceptualise learning in Higher 

Education Institutions.  As such, the thesis moves to our research methodologies chapter 

which outlines the approach of the empirical research 
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Chapter 5 - A methodology to investigate UK HEI scenography practice 

training 

 

5.1 Approach to Empirical Research  

This chapter outlines the research methodology which has been designed to support an 

investigation into scenography training in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), within the 

UK’s, backstage entertainment industry.  Here the term scenography is used to describe 

the multiple and varied technical theatre methods employed in performance practice, re-

orientated from the terms Production and Technical Theatre.  This object of enquiry is 

underpinned by the following main research question and the following sub-questions 

which have emerged out of the themes presented within the previous chapters. 

 

The main research question was: 

 

What are the implications for HEI pedagogy and learning when Production and 

Technical Theatre practices are re-orientated as practices of Scenography? 

 

The sub-questions were: 

 

1. How do different HEI scenography degrees affect HEI scenographer trajectories? 

2. How do HEI scenography (social and material) practices prepare learners for 

scenography work and broader contexts? 

3. What are the recommendations which can be made for teaching scenography 

practice in the future? 

 

To investigate the learning scenographic assemblages of HEI scenography, the unit of 

analysis looks at the mediated intersections of body-place-object-tool (see section 4.6).  

This specific mediated relationship has been constructed, carving out a unique position 

within the family of learning literature to study how scenography is learnt.  In doing so it 

underscores my epistemological position that learning is synonymous with practice and is 

situated with other actors in specific contexts.  As this study is situated in the practice 

contexts of HEI scenography practice, the unit of analysis corresponds to the specific 

learning phenomena identified within our object of enquiry (see Säljö, 2009: 206). 
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This chapter outlines the specific methods and techniques used to study technical theatre 

training.  I position this methodology as a ‘flexible research design’ (Robson, 2002: 164-

200), which can adapt to the differences across situated HEI research contexts.  The term 

‘flexible’ is used within this thesis twofold.  At a procedural level, the word ‘flexible’ is used 

in a similar way to Robson (2002: 168), to allude to strategies of data collection and 

analysis from qualitative traditions.  Although, like Robson, I may use the terms 

interchangeably with the term ‘qualitative,’ to aid communication and meaning.  Secondly, 

the term ‘flexible’ is used to score the ability to adapt to iterative phased research 

processes, allowing the processional nature of research to improve the data gathered and 

to focus our enquiry.  In doing so I am able to both adapt to specific HEI scenography 

contexts and recognise the nature of the research as a socio-material process, with 

methods and components which hang together in assemblages, navigated by the 

researcher and participants.  This aligns with the theoretical framework developed across 

the last couple of chapters.  Drawing broadly from Miles and Huberman’s realist approach, 

the thesis is aligned with the following principle: 

 

‘[social phenomena] exist not only in the mind but also in the objective-world – and 

some lawful and reasonably stable relationships are to be found among them’ 

(1994: 4)  

 

Here, stability is considered through the progressive lens of assemblage, situated in 

context; as described in the previous chapter.     

 

This thesis has positioned scenography practice as situated, conducted by individual 

scenographers.  These scenographers are heterogeneous, each having their own nexus of 

social practices and unique social-cultural positions within an activity.  As such, the thesis 

has argued that an individual scenographer's trajectory through practice is unique.  The 

aim of the thesis is to investigate the learning and pedagogy of HEI scenography practice, 

where scenographers in HEI form communities of scenography practice, developing 

particular expertise in scenography methods, such as stage lighting.  In order to 

investigate this learning phenomenon, I have chosen to pursue this investigation through 

interviews.  Having turned to Kvale’s (1996) seven stages of: ‘Thematising, Designing, 

Interviewing, Transcribing, Analysing, Verifying and reporting’ (Kvale, 1996: 88) as a way of 

structuring my thinking, this is echoed within the structure of this chapter.  The approach to 

thematising and designing is outlined, drawn out of my desk-based research and in pilot 
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study.  The interview contexts are then outlined, and the relationship between how these 

were chosen and their relationship to the pilot is described.  I then move to outline the 

ethical implications of situated research.  Here there is a reflection on my insider/outsider 

status as a researcher within HEI scenography practice, as a technical theatre tutor as well 

as a producer, production and technical manager within wider industry performance 

practices.  The chapter will then outline the procedural underpinning of the research.  It 

describes the methods of participant sampling and the practical methods of conducting 

and transcribing interviews.  It then unpacks how the data was interpreted, drawing from a 

range of coding strategies outlining a multi-phased approach. 

 

A pilot study was central in helping to determine interview themes and hone research 

design.  It makes sense, therefore, to begin this chapter by exploring the pilot study which 

explored the efficacy of interview questions and probed initial themes which were derived 

from desk driven research.  In addition, the pilot allowed me to create a set of criteria for 

the main phase research sites.  Within this section, I will note how my understanding of 

themes developed or shifted between the pilot phase and later interview stages enabling a 

clear focus for this study on UK HEI scenography practice training.   

 

5.2 Using an in-study pilot to probe themes and explore interview design 

This section identifies the rationale of a pilot within this research project.  Within the 

literature on research methods, the reasons for conducting a pilot appear to fall within 

three categories: it self-assesses readiness and ability to conduct in-depth interviews 

(Lancaster, Dodd and Williamson, 2001; Kilanowski, 2006; Pegg et al., 2006), looks to 

check the feasibility of procedures, assess protocols and evaluate emerging data (Doody 

and Doody, 2015) and provides a clearer research focus in terms of the research design  

(Gudmundsdottir and Brock-Utne, 2010; Denzin and Lincoln, 2013).  The pilot was used 

twofold.  Firstly, it felt important to understand if the most appropriate themes from the 

literature analysis had been identified.  The themes that were initially identified were: 

‘Trajectories,’ ‘Teaching and Learning’ and ‘Cognitive apprenticeship.’  I created a topic 

guide (see Appendix A) which grouped interview questions around these themes and 

tentatively analysed responses to check if data driven from interview conversations were 

appropriate to answer the research questions  (Anderson and Arsenault, 1998: 12).  I 

score at this stage that these early themes were provisional and were later re-orientated in 

response to this pilot, before the next phase of interviews, a process which this chapter will 

unpack.  Secondly, I wanted to identify the criteria to choose the research sites for 
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empirical data.  Thus, the section begins by describing how I chose the pilot site and then 

moves to discuss pilot and research themes.  This is then followed by outlining how the 

criteria were chosen to identify contexts for the main phase of research.  

 

5.3 Choosing a pilot site 
This section explores the reasons for choosing the pilot site.  To do this it turns to the 

observations from chapter two where four different types of technical theatre courses were 

identified: short courses, general performance degrees where technical theatre is an 

element, general technical theatre degrees and specialised technical theatre degrees.  In 

chapter two, it was suggested that those attending ‘generalised’ and ‘specialised’ technical 

theatre courses were doing so to secure a career in the UK’s backstage entertainment 

industry.  As such, these two types of courses appeared to be the most appropriate to 

investigate.  In doing so, the research design looked to remove the traditional topology of 

‘Drama School’ and ‘University,’ which, I had argued, over-simplified the practice structures 

of HEI scenography practice.  For the pilot, I decided to choose a broad, technical theatre 

degree programme where at levels five and six, students could choose a subject-specific 

pathway.  By looking for a course which bridged the two vocational course categories 

‘general’ and ‘specialised,’ the design looked to ensure student choice would be evident in 

the learners' trajectories and that data spoke to both pedagogy and the initial themes.  

Alongside this, given a degree of anxiety over collecting data, I wanted to identify a site 

which I considered ‘safe’ and this provided a second search criterion.  A drama school was 

quickly identified as the staff were known, having worked with them before.  Whilst this 

was chosen partly with convenience, it fulfilled the two criteria, a broad degree programme 

with pathway options whilst also feeling at ease in the context.  Students and staff were 

interviewed from across chosen discipline areas.   

 

HEI technical theatre programmes do not sit in isolation within institutions, but rather sit 

alongside wider academic and vocational programmes.  As research contexts are 

introduced across this chapter, wider art programmes are also described which directly 

interact with the production programmes where interviews were conducted.  In addition, 

the scenographer teams are also described across pedagogy, practice and administration.  

The scale of these structures, alongside the nexus of arts programmes within HEI 

contexts, will begin to describe the differences in learning scenographic assemblages 

across interview contexts.   
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5.4 The pilot context:  Networked programmes and scenographer teams 
I chose to interview the following sample for the pilot site: head of production, programme 

leader, three level six students and one graduate.  Students, teaching staff and graduates 

offered three distinct positions to interview from, allowing me to later triangulate data.  I 

was keen to engage students who had chosen different scenography pathways.  The 

students who I interviewed were studying Sound, Lighting and Stage Management.  By 

interviewing a range of specialism, I looked to understand how the theme of trajectory 

might manifest differently, probe teaching and learning across disciplines and identify if 

cognitive apprenticeship strategies could be identified.  By focussing on the student 

experience, I looked to identify student trajectories across the web of production roles and 

understand the relationship between pedagogue, professional and learner.   

 

The pilot site offered a single undergraduate programme in theatre production and as such 

this became the programme where the research interviews were conducted.  The 

programme sits alongside undergraduate courses in acting and musical theatre and 

produces over twenty, public facing student productions each year.  In addition, the HEI 

had multiple external events and a programme of professional work booked into its venues 

which are advertised to the public.  These were supported by a combination of student 

scenographers from the production programme and a suite of employed professional 

production staff.  The professional production staff were employed across a number of 

different contracts be it as PAYE employees of the HEI on full time or part time posts, as 

well as fixed freelance contracts.  These freelance contracts fulfil production specific job 

roles or were brought in to teach areas of technical expertise.  Staff employed on a 

freelance contract were alumni who have graduated from the degree programme, other 

externals with who staff have built professional relationships within the industry or 

individuals who have been referred to them and/or had answered a general call on social 

media from a Human Resources team.   

 

Based on the HEI’s website, insider knowledge, email exchanges and interviews, four 

separate scenographer teams were identified which operate to support the pedagogy and 

learning of scenography practice at the pilot site.  These sit aside from the wider teams of 

administration, library, academic services and front of house.  The four teams identified 

were:  Production Management, Design, Technical and Teaching.  All of these teams report 

to a single ‘Head of Production.’  At the time the interviews took place, this organisational 

structure was new, after a restructure the previous year.  This section addresses each of 
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these teams in turn.  The pilot site employed a full-time production manager to manage 

specific productions.  Given the number of productions, there were also freelance 

production managers hired who report indirectly to the permanent member of staff to ask 

questions and identify how things are done on this site.  Under the production managers, 

there were: Stage Managers, Deputy Stage Managers and Assistant Stage Managers.   

These roles were filled either with students from the undergraduate course or with 

freelance professionals.  In the design team, the HEI employs a dedicated production 

designer who specialises in Scenic design (sets and stages), props and paint.  In a similar 

way to the Production Management team, the HEI used a range of students and externals 

as production designers.  The students used are usually those in level six and usually only 

on smaller studio work.  When hired, designers tended to be hired with the following 

specialism:  Scenic and costume design, with a single designer looking after both aspects, 

Lighting Designers, who usually focus on lighting but may also design scenery or 

projection and sound designers, who are usually only hired in to support musical theatre.  

The technical team consist of three sub teams. A technical theatre supervisor who had two 

indirect staff reports, an events technician and a media technician.  They also supported 

students undertaking technical job roles in lighting or sound.  The second sub team is 

framed as the wardrobe department.  This had a wardrobe supervisor and two part-time 

wardrobe assistants.  The job role of ‘wardrobe assistant’ could also be taken by a student 

as part of their course.  The third sub team is scenic construction, where there was a 

workshop supervisor who overseas freelance set builders and students.  The final team 

identified was the teaching team, who all had different areas of expertise.  The head of 

production was a subject specialist in stage management.  Under the head of production, 

there was a head of programme, who was a subject specialist in production management.  

There were also dedicated tutors in sound, light, Audio-Visual and scenic design, with 

external support brought in for costume design.   

 

5.5 Probing initial Themes and interview questions  
For the pilot a topic guide was created which listed a series of interview questions around 

the three initial themes: Personal Trajectories, Teaching and Learning and cognitive 

apprenticeship (See appendix A).  Each interview question was orientated towards specific 

themes and was intended to be used in a semi-structured way, allowing me to probe 

answers to elicit deeper responses.  Whilst each set of questions provided rich data, I 

found the themes, which I had initially identified, were too broad in scope and did not 

adequately frame the data generated by the interviews.  For example, for the initial theme 
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‘personal trajectories’ I asked all participants 

 

“Please can you tell me about what you do?” 

 

By not pinning the opening question to ‘what do you do within this HEI’ generated 

responses which offered insights into both the participant’s scenography practice inside of 

HEI and broader practices outside of it.  This usefully developed ideas of trans-local 

scenography practice and allowed me to notice how individuals connected differing 

scenography practices both in and out of HEI settings.  As such, these questions offered 

data on the nuanced position of “scenographer trajectories in and out of HEI practice,” 

which became the first theme.  Whilst this shift is only slight, it allowed me, in the main 

research phase to centre probing questions on navigating scenography practice both 

inside and out of HEIs. 

 

I also came to realise that the second theme “teaching and learning” was incredibly broad 

and did not speak directly to the learning of scenography practice.  The interview 

questions were structured to: clarify information heard, amplify this information by asking 

for examples and probe questions to generate in-depth answers.  This strategy allowed 

some freedom for the interviewer, allowing for rich descriptions of HEI scenography 

practice to unfold.  Given the nature of scenography practice, the direction of these 

probing questions moved the discussion towards ‘learning socio-material practices.’  

Participants would offer accounts of working in teams, with differing tools and 

technologies, across different types of teaching and learning activities ranging from 

classroom-based practices to working on productions in job roles.  In relation to practice, 

participants discussed how HEI cultures affected their attitudes towards scenography work 

whilst simultaneously developing a professional identity.  As such, before the main phase 

of the research, I re-orientated the second theme to probe how professional identities are 

developed in HEI cultures.  Questions linked to this second theme ‘provoked answers 

which echoed the cognitive apprenticeship methods identified by Enkenberg, (2001).  As 

such, the final proposed theme, cognitive apprenticeship seemed cumbersome and 

replicated the answers from the previous set of questions.  I came to recognise that I had 

intended the final set of questions to develop an understanding of the methods in which 

learners and experts co-construct practice.  As such, I was able to recognise cognitive 

apprenticeship methods in answers and used these to probe participants’ understanding of 

their relationship with experts.  This helped to identify networking as a strategy to learn 
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scenography practices.  Learning to network is the final theme.  These three emerging 

themes: scenographer trajectories in and out of HEI practice, developing professional 

identities in HEI cultures and learning to network speak to both the complex situated 

activity of HEI scenography and our person centred heterogeneous understanding of 

scenography practice.  Combined, these felt appropriate for the task of investigating HEI 

scenography practice training. 

 

5.6 Using Pilot Data to support analysis 
This thesis frames the pilot as an ‘in-study’ pilot, a feature of the flexible, adaptive research 

design.  Here the terms ‘in study’ and ‘adaptive’ are taken from Thabane et al.'s, (2010) 

overview of pilot studies in medical research.  I do this to make explicit the difference in 

pilot data and render it distinct from later research phases.  Adaptive in-study pilots allow 

medical researchers to make modifications to research procedures ‘during its conduct’ (3).  

They do this to identify the clinical risks and benefits of new drugs and try to improve the 

probability of success based on ‘priori rules’ (ibid).  Whilst this approach is framed within 

the realm of quantitative research designs, which includes big data and costly drug trials, I 

note the comparative costs of ‘time,’ within in-depth interviews and recognise this should 

be considered as a practical constraint for flexible researchers.  In addition, ‘priori rules’ 

based on cumulative data resonated with the process of thematising where themes are 

derived out of desk based research. 

 

One argument in the literature about pilot projects is that, if we are collecting data from 

pilot participants who are giving up their time for the research, there becomes almost an 

ethical obligation to include it in the research in some way (van Teijlingen and Hundley, 

2002), ensuring the readership is not only aware of the full methodological approach but 

also to make the best use of all of the data collected, championing it as a viable source of 

compelling data which can be used in adjunct with later data collection phases.  This 

approach does, perhaps, create a methodological dilemma. This is framed by Sampson 

(2004).  

 

‘[If, as a result of the pilot], there is a modification to the research design, can the 

data gathered in the course of the pilot be incorporated into the modified research 

project or should it be discarded? 

 

The flexible research design of this thesis left open the possibility to incorporate some of 
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the rich data from the pilot into the wider analysis.  The rationale is that data collected 

during the pilot phase provided an insight into a person’s life, at a specific time.  In the 

recorded testimony of the pilot, participants were able to reflect on past experiences and 

think about the future. I used the pilot to re-orientate interview themes and although the 

interview question structure asked remained the same, interview sections for probing had 

a different emphasis.  This meant that the pilot data became less useful in later research 

phases.  The research project took a phased approach to the value of the pilot data.  

Initially, when analysing the conversation from the pilot study, I took a cautious approach.  

Keen not to skew later data, a 20,000 word interim report was written which mapped early 

concept clusters.  This appears similar to the interim summary identified by Robson (2002: 

478).  The report included large sections of interview data.  This allowed the data to sit and 

remain within early coding structures.  I took, in turn, pedagogues, students and graduate 

perspectives, coding each individually and mapped these against the initial themes and it 

was this process which allowed me to re-orientate themes.  It was these themes which 

formed the cornerstone for the way interview questions were probed for the main phase of 

the project.  Once data from all of the sites were gathered, I went back and looked at how 

the pilot data spoke to these main stage findings as a way of cross checking and validating 

findings although the testimony is not presented in later analysis.  As such pilot data is 

used significantly to shape the research design and then, in later phases as a point to 

cross reference and sense check. 

 

 

5.7 Main phase design: Criteria to choose interview contexts 

When choosing the pilot site, I attempted to remove the traditional categories of drama 

school and university, believing this would simplify complex practice structures within HEIs.  

What I discovered from the pilot however is that participants found drama school status an 

important reason for why they chose the course and felt that drama school status would 

benefit their future job prospects.  They articulated this by noting the Drama Schools' 

connections to industry, as having a network of alumni as well as a strong reputation.  In 

addition to this, Chapter two noted that it was unclear if university students and drama 

school students expected the same job opportunities or, in fact, understand the field of 

theatre and performance or the work of technical theatre in the same way.’  Thus, it made 

sense to investigate both a university and a drama school as sites to conduct interviews, 

forming the first criteria. 
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Secondly, the concept of ‘proximity to work in London,’ was identified as a factor for 

students to choose the pilot HEI.  Students noted the amount of likely professional work, 

across scales, in London.  This was a draw for students to attend the pilot HEI as they 

envisaged a path to secure work in London both during and after their technical theatre 

course.  This sentiment occurred across two out of the three students interviewed and was 

echoed by the graduate and tutor.  Thus HEIs with proximity to London became the 

second search criteria as I looked to narrow the variables across research sites.  

 

Thirdly, drawn out from the pilot study data, was the perception that university courses do 

not offer intense training, citing ‘apprenticeship like teaching’ as a draw for choosing drama 

schools over a university.  Whilst I may revisit broader curricula frames in the analysis of 

the empirical research, of relevance for the choice of interview context, was the desire to 

secure comparative sites, where there was similar time spent in practice.  To complicate 

this, those interviewed in the pilot noted a flexible learning programme which ranged from 

15 hours a week to 50, depending on if they were assigned a production role in an HEI 

production task.  As such, rather than attempt to calculate comparative time in practice 

roles across HEI contexts, I looked for HEI contexts which advertised programmes as 

having ‘intense periods of training.’ 

 

Based on these three HEI criteria, a call was posted across my professional and social 

media platforms: LinkedIn, Twitter and Facebook.  Within a week there were three 

responses, two drama schools and one university.   I knew the programme leader from the 

university very well and consider them a friend, having studied alongside them and toured 

professionally with them.  Out of the two Drama Schools, during an initial email exchange, 

the programme lead of one fell ill and I lost contact.  As such the remaining site, which I 

had not previously visited and with who I had no former association, became the drama 

school investigated.   Moving forwarded the three sites will be described as ‘Pilot site,’ ‘Site 

1 - the University’ and ‘Site 2 - the Drama School.’  To aid report flow, these may be 

shortened to simply Site 1 and Site 2, or The University and The Drama School. 

 

The chapter moves to describe each of these HEI contexts in turn before scoring the 

similarities and differences between each context.  This is significant; as the thesis builds 

an argument that situated context plays a powerful part in both the identity-forming nature 

of scenography learning and an individual’s trajectory.  The thesis will then move to 

consider the procedural elements of the research design.   
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5.8 Site 1 - The University  
 

The university offers a broad, intensive Technical Theatre undergraduate degree. The 

degree is taught in multiple studio and theatre spaces, as well as workshops, design labs 

and computer rooms for technical drawing and design.  Meeting rooms are also available 

for production meetings and tutorials.  The programme sits alongside a wide range of non-

arts subjects, whilst also sitting in a portfolio of arts programmes including a masters in 

directing and an undergraduate degree in acting.  The Technical Theatre degree aims to 

offer an introduction to the following technical areas:  lighting, sound, costume, set design 

and construction, stage management and props making and is designed to allow students 

to choose and specialise in areas they find of interest, work in small groups and explore 

niche areas and skills.   

 

Whilst the degree programme can take up to twelve people each year, they have, for the 

past two years, recruited eight people. There was a general consensus from all 

interviewed that students chose to take this course because they were interested in 

theatre production but wanted a better understanding of the industry before making career 

decisions.  Interviews for this thesis took place in a room adjacent to the workshop. As 

such, interviews were occasionally disrupted as people needed access to items stored in 

the interview location.  Whilst the room offered privacy, there were times when those 

working in the workshop caused a distraction.  Where appropriate, I will identify in the data 

where this occurred.   

 

The university only employed one contracted employee, on a part time teaching and 

learning contract to teach and manage the course, indicated as the programme leader.  

This contract was fractional, where the programme leader was employed for half the time 

on a teaching and learning contract and part time on a professional services (technical) 

contract.  This role was supported by three professional services members of staff which 

included a senior technician, a stage manager and a head of wardrobe.  Each of these 

technical support roles were assigned students who they both mentored during 

scenography practice as well as taught through designated technical lessons for 

individuals or as part of larger seminars.  External professionals were brought in to teach 

subject specific knowledge and supervise performance practices.  There was an emphasis 

that this also included external theatre directors, who were seen as being as important and 
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influential as technical professionals.  Much of the HEI performance practice involved 

small scale studio theatre work, site specific productions which took place in 

unconventional performance spaces, community touring work, small scale touring or work 

in their studio theatre venues.  There is also an external venue in which the students work.  

This also hosts a number of external productions that students might become involved in if 

it’s of interest to them. 

 

The university degree programme was relatively new, with just two cohorts having 

graduated when interviews took place.  The programme developed out of a series of 

discreet technical modules which had previously been a part of a broader performance 

degree programme.  The motivation to create this technical theatre programme stemmed 

from a desire to support the enlarging performance programme.  As such, the 

opportunities to work on specific performance forms were aligned to the styles taught 

within the performance course.  These were broadly described as acting for the stage, 

physical theatre, devised work and community performance.  The broad nature of the 

technical degree programme was a curriculum model chosen by the pedagogue as, given 

the relatively small cohort, a specific degree programme in different scenography methods, 

such as a Ba (Hons) lighting or stage management was thought as not viable.  In addition, 

the staffing infrastructure was not in place to support such subject specificity.  There was 

also a repeated emphasis by all interviewed on the site, that they felt it unlikely that 

anyone at the age of 18 could know what pathway in scenography they would want to 

follow, with the general and open structure of this programme allowing students to 

navigate and explore multiple paths.  At level four, the tutor described how the programme 

is built around six core production skills:  script analysis and the design process, stage 

management and props, set construction, lighting design, sound design, costume and set 

design (the latter two considered together).  At levels five and six students can choose to 

focus on specific areas, differentiating skill levels with prefixes such as ‘an introduction to’ 

(level 4), ‘intermediate’ (level 5) and ‘advanced’ (level 6)   Alongside this scaffolded 

structure, the tutor described a learning model where students were assigned to 

performance projects, partnering them with professionals or more experienced students 

noting how different scenographers work differently, each having their own style.  Alec, the 

tutor, included directors and writers in this grouping alongside other technicians, scoring 

how each production process is unique, moulding to those on the team.  Within the 

structures of the HEI programme, placements are offered which look to allow students to 

work in specific job roles within the industry.   
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Work was assessed through a combination of reflective portfolios, an assessment of 

practice through a final summative submission or continual assessment and / or based on 

placement reports by visiting professionals of external hosts.   

 

5.9 Site 2 - The Drama School 
 

The drama school offers a number of subject specific technical degrees.  The data for this 

study came from interviewing those associated with lighting design.  The degree is taught 

in multiple studio theatre spaces, as well as workshops, design labs and computer rooms 

for technical drawing and design.  There are also classrooms and production laboratories 

where students can work on projects using replica equipment on a smaller scale.  The 

drama school offers a wide range of technical theatre and performance courses at both 

undergraduate and postgraduate levels and only teaches in the field of drama and 

performance.   

 

The Lighting Design programme looks specifically at lighting design within the 

entertainment industry.  Their definition of this is broad, ranging from live events, TV, 

music, theatre and dance.  Those interviewed also described how this work might be 

transferred into lighting for architecture as well as more abstract performance arts 

paradigms.  The degree also teaches students about the roles of the production electrician 

and lighting programming as, according to one of the students interviewed, ‘there is a 

stigma that designers do not have the practical understanding of how to get something 

done.’  The degree programme takes up to 8-10 people each year.  Interviews for this 

thesis took place across a day, with staff interviews taking place in their offices, student 

interviews taking place in a classroom and a graduate interview taking place via Skype. 

  

The lighting programme falls within a broader department which covers design, 

management and technical arts. Within this department, there are specialists in areas of 

scenography: costume, stage management, events management and lighting.  Out of the 

tutors, three had a bias towards lighting and lighting design.  In addition to full time tutors, 

the drama school employ freelance professionals which whom students may work 

alongside.   There is also a pool of in house technical staff, although throughout the 

interviews these were not discussed as being part of the students learning journey.  This 

appeared to be because the tutors take a very active role early on in the degree 
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programme and as such, students are considered competent and safe in studios later on, 

unsupervised.  There are also wider administrative structures, and the role of programme 

coordinator was highlighted a number of times, as they were able to adapt to a student’s 

work pattern and generate flexible timetables every four weeks.  This level of flexibility will 

be discussed further in the next chapter.   

 

The lighting degree programme, offered by the drama school, has been established for 

many years, although the tutor notes they have only recently taken the role of programme 

leader.  The Drama School’s lighting design programme had a range of performance 

programmes which students might support.  Ranging from actor-musician courses which 

looked at European traditions of theatre making, through to traditional plays and dance.  

The lighting tutor, Brook, highlighted that working across multiple programmes was a 

choice.  This was because of historical problems where the lighting programme was linked 

to a singular large acting programme.  He described how production timelines were 

dictated by the performance programmes, rather than staging practice at the right time for 

students along their learning trajectories.  To this end, Brook has re-orientated the lighting 

course to allow students to find their own projects within the flexible programme structure, 

allowing students to network across programmes.  On the day of the interviews, this cohort 

of students were rigging for a charity fundraiser, a music event with invited bands, where 

students worked in teams to book, manage and advertise the event, whilst each also 

designing for a different act.  

 

At level four the lighting design programme was described as being tightly structured with 

students working Monday to Friday, 10am to 5pm, in taught sessions.  The tutors describe 

this as giving the students the security of knowing what they are doing and suggest that 

this front-loaded model allows students to get the information they need before applying it 

in practical situations.  This model was described as allowing an opportunity for students to 

think about what area of lighting they were most interested in.  This was explored by all of 

those interviewed and was framed as both choosing what you wanted to light, ranging 

from architecture through to dance or studio performance whilst also considered in terms 

of the types of skills: design, management or operation.  In the second year there are 

many options, where students can choose different modules.  Timetables become looser 

and appear as managed blocks of teaching followed by project work.  At level six, 

however, timetables are individually tailored to students and are revised weekly to respond 

to student interests and project needs.  This is a dynamic process where students relay 
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project needs to a central coordinator.  They, in turn, ensure that any HEI required 

administration or instruction is scheduled in.  There is much less tutor-led teaching.  Tutors 

are made available to respond to the needs of the students and the timetable caters for 

professional work where it bares relevance, which may be marked as part of the degree 

programme through portfolio submission or journal reflections.   

 

Work was assessed through a combination of reflective portfolios, an assessment of 

practice through a final summative submission or continual assessment and / or based on 

placement reports by visiting professionals of external hosts.   

 

5.10 The similarities and differences of research contexts 
The thesis has already positioned the two HEI contexts as similar in a number of ways.  

They are both HEIs within London offering a scenography course through intensive study.  

We can extend these observations to note both contexts employ scenography 

professionals to teach on the programme alongside pedagogues.  The pedagogues have 

dual industry memberships, with roles in both the performance industry and within Higher 

Education.  Both programme leaders are relatively new to their role after working in the 

HEIs for a number of years and whose programmes are populated with a similar number 

of students.  Similarity can also be seen in the types of spaces students study in as well as 

the modes of assessment and work-based training opportunities such as industry 

placements.  We have already identified that the curriculum model within each 

scenography programme is different, with the university focussing on broad scenography 

methods whilst the drama school offers multiple programmes which focus on a specific 

method.  The wider implications of this difference have not yet been marked.  The 

differences between HEI contexts are notable in a further three ways.  Firstly, the scale of 

the performance activity is significantly different at the University and the Drama School.  

Whilst the Acting programme at the university is sizeable, with around 250 students across 

the three years, the Drama School serves around 1000 students.  The increase in students 

maps onto a significant increase in contracted scenography staff.  Secondly, the different 

models respond to the scale of performance activity at each site along with the wider 

programme mix.  The university teaching a singular acting course whilst the drama school 

offered a range of performance programmes.  The quantity of performance activity affected 

whether the HEI offered a singular broad scenography course or multiple focussed 

scenography specific programmes.  Thirdly, as the Drama School is able to offer a 

focussed scenography degree programme, more time is ring fenced at level 4 to study the 
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specific subject domain, through both desk based and workshop pedagogy and learning 

activity.  This was because students had chosen this specific subject domain to study, 

whereas, at the university, students were searching to identify which scenography 

method(s) they are most interested in.   

 

These differences emerge out of the site's situated contexts and as such cannot be used 

to make generalisable assumptions about ‘universities’ or ‘drama schools’.  Instead, this 

thesis builds an argument that the doubly situated nature of HEI contexts, where 

pedagogues both structure activity in scenography programmes as well as encounter 

wider institution cultures and practices, both moulds the types of scenography activity 

undertaken within contexts, but also affects the types of scenographers students become.  

This argument is built over the next couple of chapters through my empirical research. 

 

Having identified the research contexts where the interviews took place, the chapter 

moves to consider my insider/outsider status within the field.  A term which I will define 

within the context of the interview design. 

 

5.11 Ethical considerations when designing and conducting situated interviews  

To investigate HEI scenography practice I conducted one-to-one, in-depth semi structured 

interviews to generate situated, qualitative data (Jenkins et al., 2010).  This was chosen to 

allow for the complexities of HEI scenography practice to be unpacked and explored with 

participants, revealing holistic accounts of practice in context rather than separating out 

scenographic components which may have been necessary for other data collection 

methods.  This allowed the data to reveal the assemblage of scenographic components 

which could then be interpreted and understood (Kvale, 1996; Schostak, 2006).  I broadly 

followed the analytical framework offered by Miles and Huberman (1994) of Data 

reduction, Data Display, Conclusion drawing and Verification.    A process by which data is 

reduced to manageable components, brought together and then staged.  Whilst this 

appears iterative, I moved back and forth to ensure data narratives seemed plausible. 

 

This research methodology potentially causes ethical problems around the situated nature 

of research.  Drawing from a critical realist and pragmatic perspective (Robson, 2002: 35), 

an integrated view of the researcher in context was taken; a dual position of recognising 

the researcher as both outside of the research context and within it. This can be 

considered twofold.  Firstly, the interview is an activity which influences and changes 
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contexts.  Thinking of Lave (2011), I note that my presence in context may alter the socio-

cultural practices that this thesis looks to investigate.  This is perhaps mitigated by 

choosing to talk to people, rather than observe the practice itself.  Secondly, as a 

researcher, I bring with me social-cultural and historic positions which connect me to both 

the profession and to HEI practice: both teaching in HEIs and working in the industry.  This 

positions me as an insider/outsider.  An insider, coming from the dual worlds of industry 

and education which is recognised by both staff and students.  An outsider, as I do not 

work within that specific context.  Rather than offering this as a dichotomy, I frame this 

term in the same way as Mercer (2006: 4), as on a continuum, where a researcher’s 

stance and position change dependent on who they are talking to, when they are 

questioned and at what point the interview has taken place within the research trajectory.  

As such, interview questions remain partly open, able to adapt to the context of the 

interview.   

 

Situated research also presents wider ethical questions.  To unpack this further I present a 

section of field notes from the pilot study  

 

After arriving early on site I was allowed to set up equipment and paperwork in a 

small office on the ground floor.  This was the head of programmes office who would 

be later interviewed.  The office was in a cluster of technical tutor offices and with 

the door closed, you could begin to hear the busy workings of students and staff 

meetings as people arrived.  The conversations were mostly inaudible muffled by 

the walled enclosure.  I was introduced to final year Theatre Production students as 

part of their weekly year meeting in the foyer.  The tutor, who I have known for five 

years, took attendance of around 12 students and began to discuss the various 

action points for the week ahead, noting those currently on placement and those 

absent for other reasons.  I was introduced as both a colleague and a researcher 

and I was given time to explain the research and why I was doing it.  It was agreed 

that the tutor would be ‘first up,’ followed by those who volunteered.  The tutor then 

suggested that he might ‘volunteer some people.’  

 

The field notes highlight a number of ethical concerns around both the autonomy of the 

students being picked as well as a sense of privileging of particular students by the tutor.  

What does it mean to ‘be volunteered’ and why are those individuals being “chosen?”  

Autonomy in participation is often considered one of the cornerstones to ensuring research 
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is conducted in an ethical way, allowing people to make informed decisions about how 

they participate in research (Seymour and Skilbeck, 2002; Alderson, 2004). At this site, 

information about the research was sent 14 days in advance of the interview date.  It is 

unclear however if this information was passed on to the students in a timely manner.  The 

tutor, in this context, acts as an informal gatekeeper to student participation.  As such, it is 

unclear if students could consider if they would like to take part in the study or not (Wiles et 

al., 2005).   Being introduced to the students, by the tutor, as ‘a colleague’ acknowledged a 

prior relationship and may have caused concern for student participants, especially 

regarding confidentiality and impartiality.  Given the tutor's approach to ‘volunteering some 

people,’ there is also a concern that participants felt they were obligated to take part in the 

research interviews or were favoured by the tutor (Cohn and Lyons, 2003; Allmark et al., 

2009).  

 

To overcome these concerns, various practices were built into future interview processes.  

Whilst the information sheet and opening interview dialogue reinforced the voluntary 

nature of the trial, perhaps more important was the repetition that participants could opt out 

of the study at any time, and remove their data, where practical.  It was however noted that 

once data is anonymised and compiled, it may be difficult to remove data from the study.  

The ability to make a choice on whether or not they wished to opt out was reinforced by 

offering interviewees a copy of the interview transcript after the interview, allowing 

sufficient time for participants to make an informed decision (Smyth and Williamson, 

2004).  Three participants opted to be sent their transcript and at the time of writing up, 

nobody has withdrawn from the study. To allay fears around confidentiality, on the 

information sheet and pre-interview narrative the confidentiality of participant and 

institution was also reinforced heavily.  There was also a decision made, prior to the 

interview, to disclose information about my industry and educational work only if asked.  

One student participant did want to know more.  My field note at the time records that after 

switching off the recording device, they asked how I knew the tutor, to which I described 

our previous working relationship.  They responded ‘Cool.’  The student, therefore, left the 

room ‘content’ as they recognised I had a strong relationship with their course tutor.  At the 

time I felt this was important as I recognised that I may encounter those interviewed later 

in their professional careers. Given the relative size of the industry, ensuring people had a 

positive experience was important to aid future relationships. 

 

Much of the concerns around autonomy appear to be mitigated by robust opt in and out 
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systems for participants.  Whilst these were sign-posted in the participant information 

sheet I recognise the importance of stressing these in the pre-interview narrative and then 

again in any follow up communications, including if transcripts were shared back.  Further 

consideration was given to the ‘pre-research information’ sent to the site prior to arrival.  I 

included clearer signposting for the scenography tutor that this invitation should be sent 

out to students at least 24 hours ahead of my arrival.  24 hours was chosen as the 

minimum time considered for information distribution for more sensitive trials in the NHS 

(Wiles et al., 2005). In this way, participants have sufficient time pre and post process to 

either choose to participate and/or opt out.   

  

5.12 Procedural underpinning to research  

5.13 Situated methods for participant sampling  
The research looked to interview scenographers from multiple positions within HEI 

Scenography practice taking a flexible approach, and recognising the differences between 

staffing and course structures in contexts.  It required me to not pre-determine participant 

sample numbers and instead looked to reach data saturation, where additional interviews 

would not add anything to the data.  To enable this flexible design, and account for the 

differences in scenography structures within contexts, before entering a site, an outline of 

faculty staffing structures was identified from institutional websites.  This was presented 

earlier in the chapter.  This was checked for accuracy over email exchange and further 

probed at the start of interviews at each site.  A similar approach was taken to understand 

the subject focus of programmes.  Access to participants was granted by ‘gatekeepers’ 

(Andoh-Arthur, 2020), those who responded to the call.  As such, which programme or 

subject areas were interviewed was often dictated by the availability of students and staff, 

and the inclination of the gatekeeper based on the email exchange.  To negotiate access, I 

offered a range of dates for interviews to take place over a two-month period, based on my 

availability.  I also made it clear that if these dates were not suitable, we could look at other 

dates.  Out of those dates, the gatekeeper spoke to other members of the faculty before 

proposing a couple of possibilities, outlining the range of students who would be available.  

Based on this, an interview schedule was proposed and across the Pilot Site, University 

and Drama School, eighteen interviews were collected, five staff, ten students and three 

alumni.  A week before the interview, a pre interview information sheet was sent to the 

gatekeeper to distribute to scenography students, who would then self-select to be 

interviewed on the day.  Who was sent this information sheet, how long before the 

interview and in what context this was shared was left to the gatekeeper at each site.  In 
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addition, I outlined the amount of time needed for each interview to the gatekeeper, yet the 

exact timings and the order of interviews were negotiated on the day at each site, based 

on participant availability and length of the interview.    

 

5.14 Data Collection  
As highlighted in Chapter 2, the traditional frames of ‘university’ and ‘drama schools,’ are 

no longer easily defined given student expectations, fees and government policy.  As such, 

the research was presented as a collection of in-depth interviews in differing HEI contexts, 

rather than attempting to create exemplars of what ‘A Drama School’ or ‘University’ training 

course is.  The three research sites (pilot, drama school and university) offer 

scenographers different experiences, creating differing learning scenographic 

assemblages as students encounter different tools, spaces and methods of working.  I 

have however drawn from the case study literature, as seen in the discussion of my 

insider/outsider status.  By offering data through the open category of ‘HEIs’ I look to draw 

comparisons from across each site.  This, I argue, will enable me to form a generative 

argument for HEI Scenography Learning which is nuanced by situated context.   

 

The collected interviews ranged in length from between 45 minutes to 80 minutes.  The 

length of the interview changed based on a number of factors.  I encountered similar 

experiences to Perryman (2011), in that old colleagues divulged information easily and in 

familiar ways creating ‘rich data’ (Perryman, 2011: 870) in contrast to those who had just 

been met.  As a way to mitigate this, I tried to spend more time with those who I did not 

know, or gathered more interviews from unfamiliar sites.  Some informal time at the 

beginning of the interview allowed for small talk to occur.  Whilst this was recorded the 

data from these initial conversations were not transcribed as their purpose was to get the 

participant familiar and comfortable with being recorded, build a rapport and in a couple of 

instances, helped frame and steer later parts of the interview conversation.  This was 

particularly helpful with one of the students from the Drama School, who, at the beginning 

of the interview would only give one line answers.  Probing this student by using their own 

words back at them appeared to open up the conversation.  After that interview took place, 

they commented ‘Thank you for making me feel relaxed.’  Shorter interviews occurred 

when participants felt pressured to return back to work, either because of an external 

meeting or to take part in an aspect of their study.  These participants tended to recognise 

that they had precious time and so spoke very quickly, making it at times difficult to 

understand.  There were a couple of instances where, as an interviewer, I misunderstood 
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what was being said, changing the natural progression of a conversation which disrupted 

the interview flow.  Before any recording took place, interview consent forms were signed 

by participants.  Participants were asked if they would like a copy of their transcript and 

where this was indicated, an email address was noted down. 

 

Interviews were recorded using two devices: an iPhone with its native audio notes app and 

an external digital Dictaphone.  These were chosen out of simplicity and cost as they were 

pre-owned.  One of the problems with the iPhone is that its battery would not last over a 

nine-hour day of interviews.  As such, where possible, this was placed on charge during 

interviews.  The length of these days caused additional problems for the interviewer as 

they were very tiring.  Where possible, there was a 15 minute break between participants 

to write field notes.  There was a 30-60 minute scheduled lunch break on each day of 

interviews which allowed a chance to get some fresh air. This also fell in line with the 

student’s timetable, who would speak to following equity guidelines during production 

periods.  Equity is the industry body for technical theatre practice which prescribes when 

and how breaks should be taken.  This suggested that the interview formed part of their 

workday, and as such considered the conversation as part of their workload of HEI 

practice.  At the pilot site, I returned for a second day to interview the head of all of the 

technical theatre programmes.  This was the last interview and was done to frame the 

initial data.  Two graduates, one in the pilot and one at the Drama School, were 

interviewed by Skype for convenience as we were unable to locate a place or time that 

was convenient for either participant or interviewer.  This spread of interviews meant the 

maximum amount of people interviewed in a day was six.   

 

The recording devices were positioned closer to the participant than the interviewer so as 

to capture the data as cleanly as possible.  Ahead of the interviews, I requested a quiet 

discreet space away from others, although this was not always successful.  At the pilot 

site, interviews took place in a small office at the heart of the production offices.  My field 

notes described the walls as thin and ‘so we kept our voices down,’ which affected the 

ease of listening on the recording, and perhaps the participant’s ability to speak freely.  As 

such, in the later sites, the room requested for interviewing was more strongly emphasised 

in the email conversations.   

 

The audio files from the interviews were then stored on a password protected USB and 

deleted once transcribed. Transcription was conducted by the interviewer to immerse 
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themselves in the data.  To do this I slowed audio files to half the speed and repeated 

them multiple times to ensure sentences were transcribed accurately.  I chose simply to 

write down words with punctuation which made sense to the sentence structure, rather 

than to depict the pace or inferred punctuation by the participant.  One participant used a 

lot of filling words such as ‘er’ or ‘you know’ repeatedly.  As the chosen analysis method is 

thematic, these performative utterances bore no impact on the data analysis and as such, I 

omitted them to make the data more accessible to analyse.  Documents were then stored 

on a password protected USB and interviews anonymised, with a reference number.  This 

number was recorded on the initial consent form which was then password protected and 

also stored on the USB.  All paper versions were then destroyed.  Finally, an interview 

matrix was compiled, aligning the interview number with a description of the person 

interviewed, position and role, year of study, and programme of study. Ethnographic data 

and other demographic information were not recorded at this stage and were recorded 

only if they became relevant to the context of the data.  In one interview, for example, 

structural sexism within the industry was highlighted and this appeared significant, 

affecting the student’s perception and trajectory.  All participants were white and where this 

was not white-English, their nationality was declared when investigating their personal 

trajectory to the HEI.  One participant was Welsh, another American.  Participants were 

then given pseudonyms with names and gender assigned at random.  This was revisited in 

the participant example above, as gender became relevant to the analysis of their data.   

 

Every effort has been made to anonymise research sites within this thesis.  I note there is 

a relatively limited pool of HEI technical theatre education providers in and around London.  

From this pool, each HEI has tended to call the course or programme of study something 

slightly different to make it unique and as such identifiable.  Thus, the programme name is 

removed from site data or altered to a generic label. 

 

5.15 Interpreting the data 
This thesis draws from a number of sources which have influenced how I have interpreted 

the interviews (Miles and Hubberman, 1994; Kvale, 1996; Crabtree and Miller, 1999; 

Swain, 2013; Skjott Linneberg and Korsgaard, 2019).   I have been strongly influenced by 

Kvale’s text InterViews drawing not only from their general approach but also from the 

section on interview analysis (187-209).  I have shared with you both my research themes 

and interview questions (Appendix A) and described their dynamic relationship.  This desk 

based activity, moulded by the pilot study, as explained at the beginning of this chapter, 
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scores a back and forth between desks based and empirical research, within this flexible 

research design.  I note too how earlier chapters were revisited to centre scenography as 

a core concept and this occurred after the pilot interview phase.  The influence of this 

speaks to the temporal dimension of research (Kvale, 1996: 99).  

 

Having first thematised, multiple coding strategies were explored in order to make sense of 

the interview data, ranging from deductive and inductive methods.  There was a tendency 

within me to be easily led by conflicting approaches in the literature and as such, found 

multiple dead ends in the data.  Therefore, Kvale’s text was revisited and thus proceeded 

to take an approach which recognised the interview as a conversation, which is led by the 

interviewer.  In doing so I acknowledged that data is ‘co-authored and coproduced.’ (159). 

This approach led me to re-consider scenography as a practice of many components and 

bring forward the thinking from the previous chapters into the coding strategy.  This 

process enabled codes to be developed across multiple phases, which were mapped to 

themes across research questions.  This is unpacked below.  

 

In order to create codes, I turned to my desk based research.  I looked to Farthing's 

technical theatre topology: design, management, craft, technology (see chapter 2) and 

began tagging interview data with these descriptive single words.  Alongside this, I tagged 

Enkenberg’s cognitive apprenticeship strategies: Modelling, Explanation, Coaching, 

Scaffolding, Reflection, Articulation and Exploration as well as singling out different 

methods of scenography practice and their associated tools.  This created a large 

codebook which grouped codes based on earlier observations.  For example, the cognitive 

apprenticeship strategies were grouped as either learner lead or pedagogue lead.  Memos 

were made in the margin as I began to discover relationships between participants and 

their changing understanding of HEI scenography practice, as they made connections 

between their own social practice and others affecting their next steps. 

 

Whilst coding in this way, I soon recognised that participants orientated answers towards 

their relationship with aspects of scenography practice and I, therefore, began to expand 

code descriptions.  The word ‘Management’ expanded into a descriptor around ‘autonomy 

in scenography activity,’ recognising the nuanced relationships between novice learner and 

scenography practice.  This included descriptors of ‘student lead’, ‘coached’ or ‘experts 

lead’.  I began to notice how expanded codes related to research themes.  In a further 

phase, I reflected on memos and expanded codes, creating learning scenographic 
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statements, describing how scenographers interacted and assembled scenographic tools, 

with specific intentions in HEI contexts.    

 

Whilst working across transcripts, I could see how codes synthesized and began to tell 

stories about the shared experiences of scenography practice in HEI contexts.  Where 

clusters of codes re-occurred across different interview transcripts extracts, these were cut 

and pasted to note the most prevalent re-occurring patterns.  In doing so it became clear 

that scenography practice required an understanding of how intersecting methods of HEI 

scenography practice worked together to develop performance scenography(s), which in 

turn affected how they conducted scenography practice, a process of recontextualising 

knowledge. 

 

These coding methods worked well for the themes of ‘scenographer trajectories in and out 

of HEI practice’ and ‘developing professional identities in HEI cultures.’  It was only until 

these phases were complete that I recognised how these coding processes did not so 

easily map onto the theme of ‘learning to network.’  I reflected on the shift in complexity 

between the understanding of scenography practice between chapters three and four and 

recognised how co-construction in scenography practice required learners to navigate and 

understand a complex nexus of intersecting social practices.  This level of sophisticated 

connectedness was not yet apparent.  I once again looked at the desk driven research and 

drew out the concepts of individuals navigating a nexus of social practices with de-centred 

experts, who use many tools and once again went through a process of tagging and 

grouping.  I also began thinking about what becoming an expert might mean and how 

scenographers implement methods.  It appeared that, in order to adapt to contexts, 

students must network, making connections across scenographic actors (people, method, 

tools, contexts.)   

 

The approach laid out thus far allows a clear way to navigate the breadth of the interview 

data and enables the thesis to shed light on the ways in which social and material 

components come together in HEI scenography practices.  Chapter six will use this 

approach to shed light on the primary research aim to understand the implications, for 

pedagogy and learning in technical theatre, which arise out of the different structures of 

performance programmes within the United Kingdom.  This approach will speak too, in 

part, to our aim: to understand how the re-imagining of Technical Theatre, as a practice of 

Scenography, changes how we, as pedagogues teach it.  In order to fully respond to this 
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aim, this thesis adopts, in chapter 7, a secondary narrative phase of data analysis.  The 

final section of this chapter unpacks this secondary phase 

 

5.16 A Secondary phase to interpret the data 
 

The thesis has been influenced by Shukla, Wilson and Boddy, (2014) who describe the 

ways in which they deployed both thematic analysis and narrative approaches from their 

qualitative interview data.  In order to outline the secondary narrative phase of data 

analysis which occurs in chapter 7, this section first lays out the procedural approach to 

interpreting the data, before expanding to define these terms in the context of the wider 

literature.  

 

In a similar way to Shukla, Wilson and Boddy (2014), chapter 7 positions two short stories 

from within two transcripts; one from Site A and one from Site B.  The extracts begin by 

situating the stories in the wider data sets to ensure the stories are fully contextualised 

(Hammersley, 1997; Haynes and Jones, 2012).  The two short stories have been chosen 

as they both focus on the ways in which the students use the scenographic components of 

practice to navigate the learning of scenography methods.  The short oral stories plot the 

narratives of students entering into a particular scenography practice, navigating through it 

and then changing the way in which they approach the particular scenography activity in 

future iterations.  In this way, the stories are framed as having beginnings, middle and 

ends where the central content of the stories are clear turning points within their learning 

trajectories.  By comparing the two different stories and recognising the ways in which 

learning occurs in similar ways across two different scenography methods and two 

different research sites, the thesis is able to suggest the generative ways in which 

scenography practice is learnt.   

 

I use the term story in the same way as De Fina (1996) to describe an oral narrative  

 

‘that include some kind of rupture or disturbance in the normal course of events … 

an action that provokes a reaction and/or adjustment’ (De Fina, A. 1996: 13).   

 

The notion of rupture resonates with Hann’s writing on the scenographic and alludes to the 

ways in which individuals think.  These concepts are tied together by the end of chapter 7 

as a way of thinking through the meta-cognitive processes of learning.  Throughout the 
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thesis, I will use the terms narrative extract and short story interchangeably.  The first 

recognises that the extract has been taken from a wider transcript, whilst the second 

recognises how the extract has a clear frame, with a beginning, middle and end as part of 

a learning trajectory.   

 

This thesis uses the term turning point to describe micro realisations along learning 

trajectories, specifically, where an individual’s approach towards an activity has changed 

due to something learnt in situated practice.  The thesis will go on to argue that this occurs 

in multiple contexts due to the continual process of recontextualisation.  This supplements 

the notion that turning points are processes of reorientation towards an individual’s 

perception of self-identity, activity and self-worth (Cappeliez, Beaupre and Robitaille, 2008; 

Ecclestone, 2009; O’Shea, 2014).  In this thesis, we recognise these claims as place 

orienting features of scenographic practice.  Moreover, the thesis recognises the reflexive 

ways in which an individual is reorientated through the process of recontextualising 

practice and in turn is able to recontextualise practice by first being re-orientated to new 

situated contexts.  In this way, chapter seven’s analysis considers a different scale of HEI 

Scenography activity than the chapter before it, chapter six, exploiting the observations 

made in the previous chapter on Actor-Network Theory (see section 4.3). 

 

Having outlined the procedural underpinnings of the research methodology, the next 

chapter shares back the data from across the research sites, exploring how participant 

answers, across different contexts, converged or diverged and will then explore what this 

might mean.   
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Chapter 6 - Analysing transcripts: The benefits and challenges of two 

different HEI scenography programme structures 

 

6.1 Presenting and Analysing the data 

This chapter presents data from the two main phases of the empirical research; firstly site 

1 ‘the university’ and then secondly site 2 ‘the drama school.’  Interview extracts are 

clustered around the three cross-cutting themes as described in the previous chapter:  

scenographer trajectories in and out of HEI practice, developing professional identities in 

HEI cultures and learning to network.  To conclude each thematic section, the benefits and 

challenges of the specific HEI model are presented iteratively.  Each cross-cutting theme 

speaks to the ways the thesis has synthesised the literature across Practice Based 

Learning and Scenography.  As such the work both implicitly refers to the ideas within 

chapter 2-4 and explicitly identifies these connections where appropriate.  This can broadly 

be seen in the following ways.  Learning Trajectories have been approached as a way to 

consider moving through progressive levels within education systems (see section 2.6), as 

a movement from novice to expert (see section 3.5) and as something which is navigated 

(see section 4.4).  Professional Identities have been discussed as a process of learning by 

individuals (see section 4.4) with other people (see section 3.5 & 4.5) and mediated 

through the use of material and cognitive tools (see section 3.3, 4.2 & 4.8).  Scenography 

networks have been discussed a modes of practice within a nexus of performance 

practices (see section 2.1), as structures within scenography teams (see sections 2.2, 3.5 

& 4.5) and as being built over an individual’s trajectory of scenography practice (see 

section 2.6 & 4.4).   

 

This chapter speaks directly to my first two research sub-question: How do different HEI 
scenography contexts (and their associated practice scenographic assemblages) affect 

HEI scenographer trajectories? And “What are the benefits and challenges of these 

differences for student scenographers?” whilst also presenting salient data so that my next 

chapter can make generalisable observations around HEI scenography practice, drawing 

together data from both sites.   

 

When presenting interview testimony within these sections, I have used pseudonym 

names beginning with the letter A to score scenographer participants at the University and 

those beginning with the letter B at the Drama school.  This naming convention was 
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pragmatic, allowing me to easily recognise which HEI sites I drew from as I clustered data 

but also, now written, provides a visual reference for the reader which will become 

increasingly important as I cross reference data between sites.  The participant list breaks 

down for this phase of research in the following way:  Alec is a part time lecturer who runs 

the broad production degree programme of the university.  Abdul is a graduate, having 

graduated a couple of years ago and Arthur, Alice and Annabelle are current final year 

students.  In the drama school, Billy and Brook are pedagogues.  The former is the head of 

all production degrees and the latter is responsible for the three-year lighting programme.  

Barry, Bina, Brody and Brook are all current 2nd year students studying lighting design and 

Blake is a graduate who graduated two years before the interview took place.   
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6.2 Site 1 – The University  

 

6.3 Scenographer trajectories: in and out of University scenography practice 

This section presents extracts from the University interview transcripts, introducing each 

participant.  Together they build a narrative which demonstrates a process of mapping, 

where scenographers reflect on experiences from the university programme and its 

context, together with experiences from in and out of HEI affect routes into imagined 

futures.  These translocal scenographic practices speaking to Dreier’s personal trajectories 

(See section 4.4).  Along a scenographer’s trajectory in this site, the points of, discovering 

a breadth of scenography methods, understanding how past scenographic practices might 

bare importance on current practice and recontextualising knowledge in new performance 

contexts are clearly identifiable within the interview conversations.  Recontextualisation as 

a process coined by Guile (2010) and referred to throughout the chapter (See section 4.9).  

 

I begin this section with Alec, who draws attention to the relationship between HEI 

scenography practice and wider scenography practices outside of HEI. 

 

Alec “…students set the studios up and then take them down again... we often take work 

to other similar venues, we are really setting out students up to work in small scale 

performance companies, or to form their own theatre companies.  That’s the work 

they are exposed to and it’s the world our staff comes from… Just because it’s 

small-scale does not mean the work does not travel internationally... I mean I’d like 

to think our students could go into the national theatre and work, the skills are 

transferable, but you know, most tend to gravitate towards touring theatre practices 

as a first step” 

 

This resonates with Alice’s experience who notes 

 

Alice “I don’t have a solid idea, I know I want to work in small companies and just being 

part of that small team environment…  like knowing everyone and being able to 

work in small groups because I like to be able to communicate quickly… I prefer 

being in a role that is less defined where there are less people… I feel when there 

are less people I have more autonomy I can make things happen… It’s similar to 

how we work here… we tend to work on small scale touring work with small teams 
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where roles are less defined and it means I can be more creative.  It’s the type of 

work that I want to do outside of uni. sure.”   

 

Having identified the type of team Alice wants to work in, she later explains how she has 

already secured her first role beyond the HEI 

 

Alice  “I’ve already got an application out for Royal Caribbean Cruise Lines, as I thought it 

would be really interesting to do. They have the theatres on cruise ships but there 

are lots of other little venues and gigs that you can do on the cruise ships in terms 

of environment and they have lots of challenges associated with it because you’re in 

the middle of the sea. And you [only have] a few guys that you’re working with. You 

have to be creative and get it done.” 

 

Both Alice and Alec reflected how the scenography programme might map onto possible 

future trajectories for student scenographers.  In itself, the programme was not the only 

actor which affected imagined futures.  Arthur reflected on how experiences before the 

university programme had affected how he navigated experience within the programme 

itself which led to thinking about future trajectories in a different way to that described by 

Alec and Alice.  To demonstrate this, I present three extracts which might broadly be 

described as: Arthur reflecting on scenographic practice before HEI, the impact of past 

scenographic practice on HEI scenography practice, and a future scenographer trajectory.  

 

Arthur “I’ve always been quite a practical person from a very young age and I’ve always 

helped my dad in the garden in DIY projects and stuff so […I was] interested in this 

kind of thing [meaning practical subjects] as well because the whole concept of 

having to sit down somewhere and write essays and exams is a nightmare … that 

led me to be doing this sort of stuff with my hands.  It’s typically the area I enjoy the 

most I think.” 

 

This first extract describes how the scenographic, social material practices of DIY and 

gardening with Dad allowed Arthur to identify a desire to pursue a practical, vocational 

course within an HEI.  He moves on to describe how past experiences affected how he 

navigated the programme throughout the degree programme. 

 

Arthur “in the first year I tried out multiple roles at a foundational level.  I didn’t really know 
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what to expect.  I found out that I much preferred working with sound and lighting, 

well the technical aspects really.  I’ve always liked working practically, with my 

hands but also with computers.  I liked programming the stuff you know.  

Technology does not talk back like people do. Anyway, now I’m really into lighting. 

Not just the design of it, but also the operation of it, the programming and the 

management.  I don’t think I’m going to walk out of here and land a design job I 

want to make sure I can do it, like physically get it in the air and turn it on how and 

when I want.  It’s actually becoming second nature to me”  

 

Having identified a scenography method he is interested in, Arthur begins to predict a 

possible future in scenography practice beyond theatre  

 

Arthur “I have decided that theatre as a whole, I don’t want to throw it away as a subject 

but I want to move out broaden my experience, into the live events industry in 

general, festivals, maybe a little bit of corporate.”   

 

By drawing on past experiences Arthur looks towards future wider scenography contexts 

where he might recontextualise HEI scenography knowledge beyond theatre.  This marks 

a different assumed trajectory than described by Arthur and presents a different path out of 

HEI scenography than Alice. 

 

Annabelle, the third student interviewed, did not make connections as easily from past or 

current scenographic practices to imagined future scenography positions.  Below are 

extracts taken from a conversation with Annabelle, who describes why she chose this 

degree programme and how she is thinking about the future, identifying a disconnect 

between HEI SP and wider scenography practices. 

 

Annabelle “I got interested in technical theatre quite late ... I went to college as a 

performer in a performing arts course... And then a few months before I finished I 

realised I didn’t enjoy it so much and I enjoyed the idea of theatre and I got more 

interested in technical aspects because I talked to my tutor. And I thought - take a 

risk.  On this course it looks at everything and I thought I’d find out what I was 

interested in, to see what I fit into. And I like costume and the whole idea… I didn’t 

want to go into a specialised three-year course because I was thinking about; I 

could have enjoyed sound or something like that. I needed to know that I could look 
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at everything in different performances or even in modules and understanding the 

ideas behind it so, as a technician if you understand every department that’s what 

makes the performance better I feel because if you understand how sound works 

and how long stuff takes and how costume works and how long it takes to rig and 

design lights the whole process becomes a lot easier” 

 

Later on in the conversation, Annabelle reflected on how her experience within HEI SP 

might not be enough to secure work beyond the HEI 

 

Annabelle “I feel like it’s going to be lonely.  It’s not what you know, it’s who you know.  

And I feel like my work should speak for itself.  I’m good at what I do and people like 

working with me.  I’m not sure that’s enough because everyone else just knows so 

much more, knows more people can do more and I’m at the start... I don’t know 

what I am going to go on and do or where to start” 

 

By changing her learning trajectory away from performance and instead choosing this 

scenography programme, Annabelle did not feel she had prepared ‘mentally or physically’ 

for the programme.  For Annabelle, the scenographic practices within the degree 

programme felt very different to her previous theatre experiences, and whilst she felt she 

was very good at HEI SP, she found it difficult to see how this might translate to practices 

outside of the HEI.  This, in part, might be due to the HEI programme which quickly places 

students into scenography roles.  A concern which speaks to both Resnick (1987) and 

Lave and Wenger (1991) (See section 3.7) 

 

Annabelle “[In the first year] we are thrown into the deep end from September …the 

whole idea of the course, I guess, is to give it a go and get an understanding from 

the get-go.  It’s a fast learning curve, it's sink or swim and some people sank and 

are no longer on the course.”   

 

Annabelle reflected on how there was a lack of time, in the beginning, to “orientate 

herself.” Instead she “just had to do and find out in doing it.”  Abdul, the graduate, reflects 

on a similar experience as he moved from HEI SP into work scenography practices.   

Having just taken that first step into the industry, Abdul reflects on the challenges 

encountered when working in a context outside of HEI. 
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Abdul “When I first left the university learning a new theatre was a big shock.  The [work 

theatre] is a labyrinth. It took me far too long to work out how and where everything 

goes; I did not know anybody else’s routines and their process were all new.  It's 

little things like where you store your cables.  And you know the gear is different.  

The university theatre has a fixed rig, which means you have to climb a ladder to 

access the grid to hang a light.  But where I was working had a mix of electric hoists 

and older counterweight systems working with hemp rope and weights.  The three 

systems require very different skills in order to be able to work with, from calculating 

load for the hemp system to knowing the safe method of practice for lowering winch 

bars and then of course working at height.  It was like I had to re-learn all over 

again, but at the same time I kind of knew how to rig right?”   

 

In Abdul’s full account, he describes how he encounters different spaces and technology 

after HEI.  He talks about the need to admit that he did not know how to use specific 

pieces of equipment and that other colleagues showed him what to do.   In doing so he 

suggested he would repeat back, or suggest “it’s like when we do this.”  In this way, Abdul 

describes how the knowledge learnt in HEI SP is used as a reference point for other SP 

contexts.  In seeking help, he invokes a learner-expert relationship with his peers and uses 

this to support a recontextualisation of knowledge from a known SP, rigging on static bars, 

to the unfamiliar scenography practice of hemp flying.  On this he reflects: 

 

Abdul “You know, it’s quite limiting on what you can work on at uni. coz, well it's working 

with the performance course mainly and well, they do similar things all the time”  

 

Within the scenography programme of the university, there appears a tension between 

working on the same types of performance practices and working across multiple HEI 

scenographer roles. 

 

Alec argues that working across multiple roles creates graduates who are highly 

employable all-round technicians with surprising trajectories within and beyond the HEI 

programme  

 

Alec “I have one student who started out as a stage manager, who then became really 

interested in costume and now on a placement they became quite good at stage 

lighting as well.  I mean, I am not sure they would win Olivier awards for their 
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costume or lighting designs but that’s not the point.  They have become a Jack of all 

trades, and they are going to be invaluable when they graduate to any small scale 

touring company that has no budget as they can make it happen. You would not 

have got that if all we focussed on was one discipline.  They are going to be very 

employable….  I think that’s happened because they have just enjoyed working with 

lots of different people, either here or on placement.  I mean, it’s how I learnt in 

many ways.  I think they already have a job lined up in a theatre as a techy which is 

great.” 

 

6.4 The implications of the university’s broad degree programme for scenographer trajectories: 
benefits and challenges 

 

Each scenographer described how the broad degree programme allowed learners to 

experiment with multiple different scenography methods across a narrow field of 

performance modes – specifically, small scale theatre.  In the process of trying out, 

students were able to make choices about what they try next, and at which level of 

expertise.  This resonates with observations on autonomy found earlier in the thesis (see 

section 3.5), where learning is an improvised practice given structure around required 

tasks.  As a result of this, students developed expertise in different scenography methods 

at different rates based on their interests.   

 

This approach meant that students recognised technical theatre as a combination of 

methods which are connected and work together.  As such technical theatre is used at this 

site in the same way as this thesis uses the term scenography (see section 2.9).  

Furthering this, there was recognition that being able to ‘recontextualise’ knowledge across 

contexts and subject domains was important for scenography practice.  This ability to 

recontextualise knowledge was thought to help secure work beyond HEI SP.  

 

This university structure allowed students a level of autonomy, where students chose 

which scenography methods they were most interested in.  Students were placed at the 

centre of ‘scaffolded’ support structures, moulded to fit the student’s needs (See section 

3.4). 

 

Offering a limited set of performance modes, dictated by the wider arts programmes at the 

site, meant that students became well versed in the ways small scale touring theatre 

operates including working: in small groups, with limited budgets and limited equipment.  
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All were able to see how these ways of working might be recontextualised in other similar 

scenography practices, such as working in the events industry or on a cruise ship.   

 

The students discussed HEI SP as something different, but similar to other scenographic 

activities such as DIY, gardening, computing and wider work practices.  As such, along a 

trajectory, scenographers encounter different types of scenographic practices which irritate 

their understanding of scenography practice.  The role of the tutor to support students to 

help understand these differences during HEI SP will be picked up later in this chapter.  

This adds weight to the argument developed in chapter 4 that students identify 

scenographic components across translocal practicew which enable individuals to scaffold 

and structure their personal practices.  In doing so they orientate and position themselves 

within that practice and then recontextualise prior knowledge to achieve new outcomes 

(see section 4.9). 

 

Graduates from this programme were described as a jack of all trades with university 

scenographers able to navigate multiple scenography practices.  This type of general 

technician is more suited to small scale touring performance work, or work in regional 

theatres rather than specialised roles found in large scale work such as those in the west-

end.  A specific context of performance within the nexus of performance contexts (see 

section 2.1). 

 

6.5 Developing professional identities in University cultures: Scenography as a socio-

material practice  

 

This section presents data which explores the relationship between studying within a 

University and how this affects a student’s professional identity.  Thus the section offers 

extracts which explore the ways individuals orientate themselves within their HEI context, 

reflecting on their own positions and stances (see section 4.4).  It begins with Alec, who 

describes his experience with students who arrive at the age of 18.   

 

Alec “I find it hard to believe that at 18 years, a student would know what area of 

technical theatre they want to work in, let alone what industry or even who you are 

as a person… at school you don’t get taught about the possibilities and different 

types of jobs, so how would anyone know?... Some enter wanting to be a costume 

designer and leave as a sound tech.  So we work with students, really closely and 
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expose them to things, experience things and experience failure… I think it’s really 

important that students try stuff and achieve and get things wrong because you 

don’t get that later. So get it wrong now and learn from it and see where that takes 

you.  That’s how you know who you are” 

 

He goes on to say 

 

“..my job is working with the students and seeing the students grow into 

professionals, and they walk in the door maybe not knowing what they want to do 

and then leaving here as qualified professionals in the field that they’ve chosen to 

do. And actually seeing students grow as people… that’s [what is] really nice about 

the job. It’s about the people” 

 

 

The idea of trying things and getting them wrong was reinforced and extended by both 

Abdul and Alice 

 

Abdul “[the degree programme] exposes students to things that other degrees might not 

necessarily… if you just did lighting how would you know if you didn’t like something 

else more?  Here you might actually realise that lighting may not be your route.”   

 

Whilst Abdul now has a fulltime job as a general technician at a theatre, which he started a 

couple of months before this interview was set up, his experience of the first year out of 

university was very different to his newfound stability within full time work.  Abdul still does 

not feel the need to choose a specific path, but rather sees work as a portfolio of practices 

slowly building a career where he chooses work because it sounds interesting, to be able 

to support himself or because of potential notoriety or acclaim.  These fall into three 

governing criteria which I call:  Kicks, Quids and Kudos, a shorthand which I use within my 

teaching and which had been taught to me at some point across my own trajectory.  As 

somebody new to the industry, this meant that Abdul felt he had to work long hours across 

multiple sites each week. 

 

Abdul “so I was on a zero hours contract as casual staff on one site but essentially I might 

work longer hours a week, more hours than if I was a full-time. It wasn’t labelled as 

a full-time job but essentially I was working anywhere between 30 to 60 hours a 
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week…. But alongside that I was also working as a freelancer, touring to schools 

and I took work to some strange places in Europe, as a touring tech.  I was the only 

technical person on the tour so everything was sort of my responsibility, with the 

actors you know. Oh and I worked at An Arts Centre too. Just sort of covering as a 

duty technician.  So it was hard work I guess yes, but more so because it was long 

hours and going backwards and forwards to places. I kept myself busy and I 

needed money and the experience… Each time I had to learn how a site wanted me 

to operate…” 

 

Abdul worked across multiple job roles and scenography methods, describing this list of 

practices as falling within the umbrella of small-scale technical management, which is what 

he described himself as to secure the job at the theatre he now works at.  Within the 

portfolio practices, each new context has a different way of working which requires him to 

adapt himself to work in different ways.  Exposing the situated nature of practice contexts 

(see chapter 3 – specifically 3.4 & 3.5).  He notes how he changes how he defines himself 

based on the situation he is placed in and to who he is introducing himself to. 

 

Abdul “For freelance work I say I work in theatre as a lighting designer and as a technician 

- I make a show come to life. That’s the long and short of it and I want to take on 

more design work so, of course, I am going to say I am a designer.  But if I am 

introduced to a touring company and I know the work is about supporting them, and 

then I would call myself a technical stage manager.  Because I am responsible for 

the technology and the company of actors.  In the school I taught at I was 

introduced as Mr Abdul who works in ‘professional theatre’ and who has toured 

Europe.  I suppose to the kids it was less important to define what I was but more 

what I did.  I suppose that’s true for most situations.  I do theatre.”   

 

For Abdul, his professional identity is built around the mode of performance rather than the 

scenography method per se. He chooses the most appropriate scenography method as a 

job description when applying for a new job role, declaring this on his CV or in person as 

the need arises.  This portfolio development is similar to the University programme, where 

students take on multiple roles working on different practices.  Alice makes the connection 

between HEI SP and wider scenography practices. 

 

Alice  “doing work in multiple areas is good, even if you don’t enjoy it.  You can then rule it 
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out as a career choice… it does not give you an in-depth knowledge in any one 

area, there are other courses for that…  Instead, this course gives you an all-round 

knowledge, and in the first years of your career, being able to do a little bit of 

everything is far more valuable than being able just to do one thing.’   

 

To begin with, within the interviews, every student described themselves as working as a 

technician.  When probed, however, each participant began to create wider scenography 

landscapes that were joined by a person’s stance within an activity.   

 

Alice “the definition [of what a technician does] changes depending on the size of the 

event that you are doing and the venue that you are in. So if you move up to a really 

large show, your role becomes much more specified, say prop making. Everyone is 

still a technician regardless of scale; you work in some technical aspect of theatre 

maybe. Maybe not even theatre but that does not matter.  That’s what I’d call myself 

[a technician] and you know how I work on one project will affect what I do in the 

next… What you do in each role requires a similar mindset, almost like a similar way 

of working.  That’s to do with professional ways of working, being transparent so 

people can see what it is you are doing so that others can work with you.  And some 

of the skills programmes and stuff can be re-used, like CAD or I don’t know list 

making, but, no it’s more than that right?  I think so, I don’t know.  It’s how I think, it’s 

how I work, and it’s how I interact with others it’s how I can join things up.  Does that 

make sense?  It’s all of it I mean it’s not just what you do, it’s how you do it, like the 

song ha.”   

 

Alice describes her professional identity as something which transcends the scenography 

method, but which is rooted in a culture of working and brings together the ways in which 

technicians work with tools and technology as well as the attitudes and cognitive stance 

within activity.  An observation on the sociomaterial nature of practice and the practices of 

specific communities (see Gherardi, 2009, 2012 in section 4.1).  Alice has learnt this by 

working in university scenography practices and can see how these cultures might be 

recontextualised in wider scenography methods outside of HEI.  In the previous section, 

we saw Alice link HEI SP with wider scenography practices.  This stood in contrast to 

Annabelle who saw HEI SP as different.  This is furthered below, where she thinks about 

her identity through the lens of being a student moving towards professional scenography 

practice. 
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Annabelle  “It’s just, I’m going to need a job.  You know, at the end of it.  I don’t have a lot 

of money.  It’s just so much.  Annabelle begins to cry.  I don’t know how to secure a 

job. I love costume, but I don’t have the contacts.  I’m shy.  It’s just so soon.”  The 

interview is paused 

 

Annabelle spoke about the difficulty in imagining a future trajectory.  Whilst feeling safe 

within HEI SP, in wider work scenography practices, Annabelle was concerned she would 

not be able to secure work.  The following is taken from my field notes after the interview 

had concluded. 

 

When Annabelle cried I struggled to remain objective and terminated the 

conversation at around 40 minutes.  I then took on a role of reassuring the 

participant, spoke about the institutional support I had observed and reflected on 

how early in my career I navigated fabric props and costume in similar ways, 

suggesting this was perhaps one example on how costume may relate to wider 

fields.  At this point, Annabelle calmed herself, drank a sip of water and we talked 

about her dreams and she said, “I just need to figure out how I get there, I’m going 

to talk to my tutor, it’s their job to support me, I’m a good costume designer, 

technician and great on a team, I’ll be able to do this 

 

At the end of the interview, Annabelle framed herself as a technician rather than as a 

student.  By re-orientating towards a professional identity she appeared to be able to 

reconcile disparate HEI identifies and plotted a course to support what she wanted to 

pursue.  In this way, Annabelle recognised the incongruence between HEI SP and wider 

SP and looked to find support.  The role of the tutor is to support the shaping of future 

trajectories and affirm a scenographer’s identity.   

 

Alice’s reflection (above) on constructing a professional identity through practice was in 

stark contrast to Annabelle’s tentative steps with tutor support.  Arthur's account (below) on 

the other hand, bridged these positions.   

 

Arthur “I really enjoy watching my tutors work.  And my boss at the theatre I work with.  I 

mean, they are really good at what they do.  They are always professional.  I’ve 

learnt so much about what being a technician is just by watching and working with 
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them you know.  Like, at the theatre, when there was a power cut, they stayed so 

calm and basically problem solved out loud, from talking to front of house through 

the technical team and the actors.  We only held the house for 15 minutes and then 

it all went back up and running.  We had emergency lights for that period anyway so 

the audience was not in darkness and after a quick reset and check we were away.  

I feel like working in the theatre means that we have to problem solve, no matter 

what and then communicate to all of the relevant teams when you are doing it.  

That’s what a technician is.  I try and do that, because we are always problem 

solving”  

 

For Arthur, becoming a technician requires an ability to stay calm under pressure, 

communicate with others and solve problems.  This he learnt across scenography 

practices, both within HEI and outside of it and are ways of working which he looks to 

adopt.   

 

6.6 The implications of the university’s broad degree programme on professional identities and 
practice cultures: benefits and challenges 

 

The broad degree programme allows students to choose a variety of scenography 

methods and discussed how this leads to a breadth of scenography knowledge.  This 

provides space for students to get things wrong and learn from their mistakes.  As students 

navigate these challenges, they learn new strategies to overcome them by looking to those 

more experienced.  Within this site, there is a small staff team and students look to them 

for guidance, adopting cultures and ways of working.  Where students work in wider 

scenography contexts, they draw from experts in these contexts too, recognising the trans-

situated and uneven nature of expertise accoss contexts(see section 4.5). 

 

The university culture looks to develop specific professional attitudes across scenography 

methods, assigning these ways of working to the broad umbrella categories of ‘technical 

theatre’ and to the role of ‘technician.’  The term ‘technician,’ in its expanded sense, 

broadly defines a set of roles based on the socio-material practices of specific 

scenography methods which recede into a personal approach to technical work, a socio-

material entangled phenomenon which foregrounds personal stances within an activity.  

Heterogenous in nature, rather than the casual ‘catch all’ offered by Farthing (2012) (see 

section 2.1).  In this person-centred stance, methods are connected by personal 

experience in individual trajectories and scenographic differences appear as irritants which 
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mould ways of working and world views.  In turn, these views affect how scenographers 

perceive what technical practice is and what being a technician means.   

 

Within the university context, scenographers talked about HEI SP as a way of becoming 

professional scenographers.  As such, all but Annabelle described themselves as novice 

technicians.  Annabelle’s testimony differed as within her testimony, unlike others, she 

referred to herself as a student first and foremost and constructed her identity based on 

wider HEI practices rather than scenography per se.  Whilst she would say that she 

worked as a technician on multiple HEI projects, she had not found work outside of the 

HEI, nor had she volunteered within the industry, believing that she did not have enough 

time to pursue these extracurricular activities.  For Annabelle, there was a tension between 

pursuing good grades and pursuing a career.  Each phenomenon is considered separate 

from the other.  Thus, Annabelle could not comprehend how to move from one context to 

the other.  A course within a university context positions students with dual identities, 

novice scenographers in HEI SP and students within wider HE communities of practices.  

From the position of Lave and Wenger (1991), this resonates with their concern of 

students moving from the periphery of practice towards a centre of expertise as schooled 

adults (see section 3.5).  This practice scenographic irritation is resolved by the student, 

however, as they re-orientate their position within the wider learning landscape and 

recognise their emerging professional identity (see section 2.9 & 4.4). 

 

6.7 Learning to network: The University 

In the sections above, I have described how students learn professional attitudes from 

those who are more experienced than them.  This included tutors and colleagues whom 

students had worked with in wider scenography practices.  This section builds on this 

testimony, demonstrating the relationship between the university programme and a 

scenographer’s ability to map and learn from others across a nexus of scenography 

practices.  A Trans-situated perspective (see section 4.5).  Moving further, it develops 

networking as a skill which becomes essential for a scenographer to move from HEI SP to 

wider scenography practices.  From the tutor’s perspective, working with professionals on 

the course allowed students access to those working in wider scenography practices, 

beyond the HEI.  This was grouped into three categories.  Technical experts hired to 

mentor and teach students, directors who technicians worked with on productions and 

through placements with both alumni and wider professional scenographers  
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Alec “The staff team is very small here, but we hire in professionals to work on specific 

modules and support particular productions.  This means we have a stream of 

professionals coming into the university to teach students….  Of particular 

importance are the directors, who will have multiple projects lined up and who may 

choose to take our students with them” 

 

During the conversation with Alec, it was noted how directors will lead creative teams 

outside of the university.  

 

Alec “Over time, directors become familiar with designers and heads of department, as 

well as those undertaking intense work within productions… directors, as part of 

their work, also meet those on the door, those who run the café and sweep the 

stage and the good directors are those who approach each person, remembers 

their name or says hello… directors also tend to have some decision power over 

which creative’s become employed and often need their buy in if industry rehearsals 

are to be shadowed by students.”   

 

Like many scenographer roles, directors move from project to project and can often 

choose the team they move with.  Alec describes how making connections with 

scenographers is important to enable individuals to move from HEI SP to wider 

scenography practices.  

 

Alec The biggest crossover is when it comes to the industry placement module where our 

current students are asked to go to the industry and find placements in whatever 

area of technical theatre they’re interested in… what excites them. We often find 

that students have found themselves placements at institutions or companies or 

places of work where our alumni are from or are based. [For example] last year I 

went to a production company where one of our Alumni is the technical manager, 

and essentially our student’s boss.  For our students to see where they got to, and 

then obviously our alumni wanted to help…. That’s the biggest area of crossover 

where alumni are now colleagues and friends who we can call upon, to assist the 

students. And find paths, a line from University into the industry. That’s directly 

through our alumni and through a placement that leads to whatever. 

 

At the university, the trajectory from university to wider scenography practices was central 
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in all of the conversations.    

 

Both the students and graduates reflected on the ways that networking takes place across 

HEI SP and what was considered useful for both current and future scenography 

practices.  Abdul, the graduate reflects on working with and learning from experts both in 

and out of HEI 

 

Abdul “I think I was a little slow on the uptake at university. I think we all were.  Maybe 

because of our age?  We had all of these great people we were working with but 

what do you say?  Like I can now say I worked with this person or that person, but I 

don’t have their details really.  I mean I talk to all of the lecturers still and they 

support me a lot.  They are the industry contacts I have from uni. really…. Oh, and 

of course the other people on the course.  There were so few of us I made some 

great friendships and I hope to work with them at some point.  I already have a tour 

booked with a. company which came out of the uni. so that’s good” 

 

Within work Abdul describes a time when he relied on a professional colleague, Kate, to 

help problem solve. 

 

Abdul “…[the lighting design] wouldn’t work.  I mean I tried everything, we only had a 

limited amount of lights and power and stuff and it was really difficult you know to do 

what I wanted.  But I showed the problem to Kate and we talked about it and 

decided that the only thing we could do was prioritise.  I mean. If you have nothing 

to work with you have to prioritize people being seen before anything fancy.  She 

helped me see that.  I mean she basically told me to reign in my ego and get the job 

done but you know, without that I would have been stuck for ages.  And then she 

helped make the necessary changes and we got it done in time.  In the pub 

afterwards she told me about a similar experience on a tour in Hungary.  I mean it 

was a kid’s show, they were not to know” He laughed 

 

Abdul extends the discussion on networking by describing informal, social interactions as a 

conscious choice 

 

Abdul The phrase was you never go for a drink after show you going network. Okay fair 

enough I do understand what you mean but sure. That was me as an 18-year-old 
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and now I completely understand you just find an excuse to go for a drink and go 

and talk to people… I mean at 18 I don’t know anything and probably just spoke 

rubbish.  At least now I know sort of the right questions.  Actually, it’s just about 

being approachable I think.  

 

All of the students noted that they had learnt a lot about their practice from external 

experts coming in to teach in the course although, when they came in as tutors, rather 

than as part of the team, it was more difficult for students to make tangible connections 

 

Annabelle “I don’t really know how to use those contacts yet.  But maybe they are too 

far in their career right now” 

 

Alice “I mean they are amazing lighting designers but out of my league and I‘ve not 

worked with them yet” 

 

With Arthur reinforcing 

 

Arthur “The person I got the most from is the technical director who also works at the other 

theatre we use.  I got a job with him alongside university work but he is like a tutor 

too as he teaches here on some of the courses, but I work with him now at 

weekends and he did a show with me last year here” 

 

Whilst the difference in expertise between external professionals and students appeared a 

barrier to making connections, connections were more easily made with tutors, other 

students on the course or experts who are part of HEI scenography teams working 

alongside the students. 

 

Like Abdul, Arthur describes how he has forged relationships with both tutors and students 

on the course.  Instead of the cognitive choice to network, however, Arthur describes the 

tacit experience of networking as part of scenography activity.    

 

Arthur I think it’s quite good how there are not a lot of people on the course. Typically you 

think of the University as having a hundred students on a course. But there are six 

or seven of us, maybe slightly more in the first year now. This means that you really 

get to know both the people here on the course with you, but also the tutors 
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themselves. They almost become like friends and colleagues that you work with. 

You don’t really see them as being a teacher distant from you. You see them as just 

a colleague that you work with. Which I think is quite a healthy thing to have.  

 

This ability to form relationships with experts in scenography activity is exemplified by 

Annabelle’s relationship with her tutors 

 

Annabelle “I’ve been working really closely with [one of the tutors].  What’s great is that 

she has so many connections to other companies and is able to give me a contact 

and I will have to make the first step and contact them explaining who I am and 

what I am looking for.  It’s that tiny step up… a tutor’s role is to understand the path 

I want to take and help me make the steps towards it… I’ve been really reliant on 

my tutor to help me make contacts.  I am shy I think.   

 

In Annabelle’s testimony, the hesitance to make wider scenography connections has 

created a reliance on her tutor.  This has meant that she does not feel in control of her own 

trajectory which has caused her anxiety.   

 

Annabelle  “I think [networking] it’s kind of generally integrated with your general 

interaction with people encouraging you to do it. There is nothing really formal about 

it; it might be helpful if they did. But it’s difficult how do you teach that. Just say 

remember people's names I don’t know… it’s very much, in the professional world, 

comes down to you as an individual, networking.  It’s about your knowledge, your 

way of doing things which they will either like or not.  I think I just need to work with 

more people, I don’t know” 

 

Alice’s description, below, adds to the discussion on networking by describing the role of 

the HEI SP and networking.  Here, Alice describes how the university designs moments of 

interaction and provides space to enable students to reach out to wider networks 

 

Alice “I felt I needed [to have a broad curriculum so that I could understand] about the 

industry as a whole before I was comfortable with myself moving into the industry by 

myself.  Now I have had that experience I have been exposed to lots of different 

types of people and ways of working.  And it’s turned out better than I thought 

because we’ve got opportunities and support from our tutors, who are giving us 
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placements and things and we are able to network on this.  I have a little black book 

of contacts already.  ” 

 

This, Alice notes, has helped her with her current HEI SP and broader SP at work.  

 

Alice “I have used these contacts to help me solve problems… I just called them up and 

said I am trying to do this, but it’s not working and they said, Oh, I had that problem, 

try using this specific glue, and it worked… being able to call on others is really 

important, especially if you work in a small team.” 

 

All participants were able to give examples of how they have been given opportunities to 

get either paid or unpaid work from contacts made within the degree programme although 

Alice notes that her opportunities have been limited as she wants to do lighting “so it does 

not make any sense for me to go on other types of placements.”  

 

6.8 The implications of the university’s broad degree programme on learning to network: 
benefits and challenges 

 

Within the university, through placements and through wider work, student scenographers 

were able to create a network of scenographer contacts who worked in a range of 

scenography methods in theatres and small scale touring companies.  These 

scenographers had differing levels of expertise.  As discussed at the beginning of the 

chapter scenography networks have been discussed at length within this thesis (see 

section 6.1).  The importance of networking became a central tenant to the conversations 

across the university site.  The centrality of this theme within the discussion came as a 

surprise, where networking across and beyond HEI SP was considered a core part of 

scenography practice, with students learning from across their nexus of practice.  Here 

networking was broadly defined as a process which combined: working with others, forging 

relationships with others and collecting contact details.  Of note is that it was described as 

doubly-situated (see Wenger 1990 in section 3.4).  Firstly as a cognitive tool where 

scenographers choose time outside of HEI SP to get to know others, whilst also occurring 

tacitly, through practice.   

 

Because the staff student ratio was high, students forged strong relationships with tutors, 

who acted as mentors.  In turn, tutors crafted opportunities for students to work with peers 

and wider experts in activity.  The tutor believed that these experts were one of the ways 
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students created a wider network of contacts that they might use after they had completed 

this degree.  However, where experts were brought in as ‘lecturers’ or for ‘master classes’ 

the distance between the roles of student and expert were too wide for students to 

understand how to make tangible connections.  On the other hand, when experts were 

employed to work alongside the student, students were able to forge tangible relationships 

and were able to imagine how these working relationships might be beneficial in the future.  

This manifested itself in multiple ways, including being called upon to problem solve, to 

identify future scenography work, either with the expert or to act as a reference or offer a 

referral.    

 

It was widely understood that scenographers would move from one project to the next, and 

participants began to discuss networking as part of being a scenographer, needing to 

make connections and map networks to sustain a work trajectory in and across 

scenography practices.  This marked a turn in how networking was discussed in the 

interviews.  Rather than simply connecting with others by chance, HEI scenography 

networks appeared not only structured so that pedagogues may bring in external 

professionals, but, due to the nature of the practice, designed for relationships to form 

between people.  .  Students reflected that when working with others, they not only learnt 

more about the individual they were working with because they worked and talked with 

each other, but they also shared different ways of working.  This both challenged and 

reinforced working methods and in this negotiation, working relationships were formed.  

Due to the size of the programme cohort, strong relationships were forged between 

students and there were opportunities to work with both technical and performing students 

in small companies beyond the degree programme.  This can be seen as a form of 

scaffolded peer learning (see sections 3.4 & 3.5),  

 

Scenography expertise was not limited to that of technical theatre experts.  The role of the 

director was marked as important.  Whilst we have noted in chapter two that this 

hierarchical model does not play out in all performance practices (see section 2.1), it was 

noted by all interviewed, that touring scenographers, over those based in a venue, needed 

to forge strong relationships with creatives across all methods.  This was considered an 

important skill and a way of moving into wider performance practices.  Furthering this, as 

the work at the university tended to be orientated around small scale touring, with as few 

as four or five on a production team, the types of professional scenographers that were 

engaged were used to knowing everyone by name, as well as their strengths and 
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weaknesses.  Another benefit of this HEI SP. 

 

6.9 Site 2 – The Drama School 

 

6.10 Scenographer trajectories: in and out of Drama School scenography practice 

This section presents extracts from the Drama Schools interview transcripts.  In a similar 

way to how data is presented from the university, extracts from interview transcripts build a 

narrative which describes how scenographer trajectories within the drama school are 

affected by both programme modelling and its situated context.  The points of discovering 

a depth of knowledge within scenography methods and recontextualising knowledge 

across performance contexts play out in different ways.  I begin the section with extracts 

which describe the learning structure across the three year programme and how this 

affects scenographer trajectories and imagined futures.   

 

Barry “In the first year there are lots of lessons trying to get everybody on the same level 

and then the second and third year it’s more open.  There are more placements and 

trying to get out there. Yes, we have some lectures throughout the year but there’s 

more time for projects... In the third year, there are shows and events happening all 

the time. You just have to find time to go and do stuff and then apply that into the 

next project… you get your timetable four weeks at a time [because each student is 

doing] a different event or production.” 

 

Barry, a second year student (above), describes the first year as bringing everyone up to 

the same level of expertise, providing foundational knowledge which can be built on in 

practice during their second and third years.  A scaffolded approach (see sections 3.4 and 

4.8).   Blake, the graduate, notes how the structure of having a desk based first year was 

not necessarily an enjoyable experience. 

 

Blake “I thought the first year was hell, you know.  I almost dropped out.  Lots of people 

did.  They weren’t very good anyway so it was almost; it meant the cohort became 

smaller which was good.  After we got first year out of the way it all changed.  I 

started working on projects and I was like, oh, I see how this all fits together. I mean 

I couldn’t have done some of the stuff like lighting calculations etc. without being like 

taught it.  It began to make sense. By the final year, I was away.  I actually worked 
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on more projects than I needed to... I was interested and I wanted to get more in-

depth knowledge and find a way I like to work.  That’s done me good because I now 

know” 

 

After the first year, students are given more autonomy and begin to chart their own 

trajectories. 

 

Brody “In second year we start getting big show roles …. You do lighting design, assistant 

lighting designer production electrician and because there are two lighting courses 

here, the only show role I’ve had so far is production electrician. But that’s not on 

the biggest technical scale. I was a programmer there as well... I actually just did 

that and I was saying then that it is the most I have learnt technically because of so 

many things that get thrown at you…. Lighting design has a bit of a name for not 

being as technical. So not knowing as much stuff. So I think they are trying to get us 

to a position where when we are in our third year you can take shows and do 

everything...  So I think it’s helping us in that way… it’s just the way the industry is, 

getting thrown into the deep end… The course is like a safety blanket for three 

years. And then you get pushed off. And then you have to fend for yourself...”  

 

Brody describes a relationship between lighting design and wider lighting roles.  Whilst the 

course focuses on lighting design, all of the students recognized the importance of 

understanding the wider technical skills and roles associated with lighting.  As such, 

students are either assigned, at level 5, or opt to take on broader roles at level 6.  Bina 

takes this further below: 

 

Bina “So it’s quite interesting because … [lighting] is a wide subject.  On many levels, this 

programme is not about other areas as it’s focused on design rather than 

programming or stuff like that.   We look to see how lighting is different in say 

events, live music, TV, film, theatre, musical, theatre, dance, opera and you really 

look at stuff like that.   But of course, we do programming and more technical things 

too…” 

 

Bina describes how the students work across multiple lighting roles in a wide range of 

performance contexts within the Drama School.  Billy provides an example of why there is 

a demand for skills to be recontextualised across performance modes. 
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Billy “digital technology is having a massive impact on really shaking up the industry. 

With digital technology existing right across the sector or right across the sectors. 

So what used to sit in neat little boxes, especially in the educational context of the 

drama school, which are maybe an out-of-date concept now… Take strictly come 

dancing on TV for example. It used to be that TV and theatre were really separate.  

We used similar technology but it was a completely different world and people did 

not really use to cross between them.  But now you have shows like strictly come 

dancing.   They are lighting Ballroom dance in ballrooms, using hundreds of moving 

and intelligent lights.  TV used to be much smaller studios or static sets and now it 

requires similar ways of working to the theatre.  Yes, you might use those intelligent 

lights differently in TV because the camera picks up light in different ways to the 

human eye, but the programmer has to be able to quickly programme and manage 

vast amount of lights in ways that you never used to have to do for TV.  Therefore 

TV has to look for skills developed by those in the theatre industry.”   

 

The testimony from Brook, Barry and Brody below, describes how students are 

encouraged to gain as much experience outside of the Drama School in wider 

scenography settings, either through industry partnerships, paid work or placements.   

 

Barry “Some projects come in from the professional industry and they say, you want to 

make a project with us? A lot of it is down to what we want and we have the whole 

school to work with and the outside world. So events too.” 

   

Brook “students are encouraged to go out and freelance, to get a range of experiences… 

not being pinned down to one place allows graduates to see the industry from many 

different angles.” 

 

Brody “placements may also occur out of the country, I could do a live music gig touring 

the world, I have not done this yet, but I did go to Spain and work for a week.”   

 

Within project activity, students are encouraged to focus on areas of scenography practice 

which they both enjoy and would like to pursue further.  Students, therefore, take control 

over their learning journey, choosing what depth and breadth of lighting methods they wish 

to gain knowledge in.  Brook, the programme leader, provides a rationale for this. 
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Brook  “the industry is much more competitive now, it’s a much bigger industry but there 

are an awful lot of people in it who want to be in it so it’s a tough world out there.  

So the better we can prepare them in every way, not just with the know-how and 

skills to do one job, but being able to adapt to multiple jobs, to be an engineer, a 

stage manager an electrician” 

 

This objective appears to be successful, with testimony from Barry and Blake describing 

how they can recontextualise their knowledge to meet the needs of work within specific 

contexts  

 

Barry  “I did a production of hairspray. And for that, I had a few hours of tech and so I didn’t 

have time to do an elaborate design. So I just showed them what they wanted to 

see like rainbow chases and stuff. At this level, it’s about what the people want from 

you. If I was hired by a young theatre company going to fringe and they wanted 

intelligent design compared to a children’s production of hairspray then that’s very 

different” 

 

Blake  “being able to adapt to multiple different contexts quickly is what keeps me 

employed… those working in lighting is relatively small.  I mean, we all know each 

other.  So often we are going for the same job or project.  It does not really matter 

what you do on the project.  Often it’s about going; oh I can do that with enough 

confidence that they hire you… There was a time when I applied for a lighting 

design job and they gave me the electrician’s job, and another time when I thought I 

was in for a crew shift and I ended up programming.  The job can be fluid.”  

 

Bina explains how knowing to ask and get local help is just as important as relying on 

yourself. 

 

Bina “[In other countries] the local help know how it works out there.  Different countries 

have different power – like volts and amps. They know there’s and we know ours.  

We might say this looks a bit different.  So there is communication between the 

teams and a lot of planning” 

 

At this site, tutors encouraged students not to imagine future trajectories, but rather, to 
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take up opportunities as they arise.  In this way, tutors encouraged students to be 

surprised by work trajectories. 

 

Billy  “…there was a stage management student who moved into lighting services 

industry and then out into HR.  I would argue they are not that dissimilar.   So these 

trajectories are very unpredictable, I suppose it’s to do with what people find 

interesting and how, if you’re willing to say yes, one opportunity can lead to another.  

It’s interesting; it’s unlikely with the degree programme students will move from the 

sound programme to lighting although it does happen.  Students come in with an 

expectation of what lighting is and we are able to massively expand their view and 

we can see students really enjoying that.  Outside of the school though, over time, 

they move much more freely between jobs.  We always say, don’t worry about what 

job you get, do what you’re interested in and one thing will lead into another”  

 

Within HEI SP, whilst students appear autonomous in project selection, tutors both support 

students to reflect on current activity and propose new projects which might support areas 

which students are interested in developing.  Brook, the programme leader explains 

 

Brook  “it’s our job to let them see where [students] have come from, what they are doing 

now and where they might go... it’s unusual for students to radically change course 

from say lighting to costume, but we do have people move to related subjects, it’s 

about finding the match that works for them… it might be cliché to say, but if they 

are enjoying something, they are more likely to engage and therefore see a career 

in it.”   

 

In this way, student trajectories inside of the drama school are crafted together by students 

and tutors, which provide unique yet planned trajectories in lighting design or related 

scenography method.  This is akin to the process described by Enkenberg (2001) (see 

section 4.8).  Outside of HEI SP, after completing the degree programme, trajectories are 

less easy to predict and may move into wider scenographic practices.  This is picked up by 

Blake: 

 

Blake  “it’s interesting, people from my year went into all sorts, like customer services for 

technology companies or even hospitality and events, so not technical at all.  But 

actually, it’s about those skills we learnt and being able to have the confidence to 
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say, Oh yes, I can apply these in this way.”   

 

For Blake, the scenographic skills learnt on the programme can be recontextualised into 

wider socio-material practices outside of scenography contexts.  This is seen as an equally 

valid trajectory after graduation than those moving to wider scenography contexts.  

 

 

 

6.11 The implications of the drama schools lighting centred degree programme for scenographer 
trajectories: benefits and challenges 

 

The programme offers a scaffolded approach between classroom based instruction and 

practice based autonomy (see section 3.4 & 4.8).  The desk and laboratory approaches of 

the first year enabled students to have a focused foundational understanding of lighting 

methods, before these are recontextualised in performance contexts.  This approach 

appears to enable student scenographers to map trajectories across HEI levels 5 and 6.  

Specific technical lighting methods, such as programming, required scenographers to work 

within the limitations of the technology.  By learning these limitations at level 4, students 

recognised a level of creative freedom, able to identify the right tool for the job.   

 

Pedagogues, students and graduates offered differing accounts of the benefits of the 

three-year structure.  The pedagogues describe the Monday-Friday format as familiar to 

students, replicating a secondary education paradigm which they ease at the end of the 

first year in order to transition students into more autonomous ways of working.   This 

rationale seemed at odds with the reflections of the students, who had arrived out of a UK 

college system, who were used to more freedom and time between classes.  This 

disconnect was described by the graduate as causing a problem with retention between 

levels four to five and reflected that people had come on to the course to do work 

practically.  The classroom-based activity in the first year puts students off.  Indeed, the 

students saw the first year as a rite of passage which they had to get through to get to 

more hands on work. 

 

In this institution, students were encouraged to not think too far ahead, but rather, to take 

opportunities as they arose across contexts.  Focussing on the disciplinary specific 

scenographic skills rather than the context of a performance method, such as theatre, 

students could take on opportunities across multiple contexts both within and outside the 
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drama school.  Scenographic skills were considered as trans-disciplinary, orientated and 

recontextualised by individuals.  This meant that individual trajectories may move between 

not only scenography methods, but wider practices in non-scenography contexts.  This 

resonates with Hann’s arguments in Beyond Scenography (2019) arguing that 

scenographic approaches might speak to wider material contexts (see sections 2.9 and 

4.6). 

 

In this institution, a scenographer’s trajectory is not bound by the territory of subject 

specialism.  Rather, the skills honed in subject realms may be recontextualised across a 

nexus of socio-material practices.  The skills appear as scenographic components which 

make up specific methods.  HEI scenography practice and the associated method is seen 

as a vehicle to practice skills which in turn allowed scenographers to craft diverging 

trajectories, recontextualising knowledge across industries and beyond the HEI 

scenography landscape.   

 

6.12 Developing professional identities in Drama School cultures: Scenography as a socio-

material practice  
 

This section presents data which explores the relationship between studying within site 2, 

the Drama School and how this affects a student’s professional identity.  In the 

conversations, scenographers used the term Drama School and University 

interchangeably to describe the Drama School site.  To simplify, I have changed the term 

University to Drama School when participants are referring to site 2 but kept the term 

University when participants described other HEI settings.  This section begins with Billy, 

who describes his experience of working with students aged 18-20. 

 

Billy “students are typically 18 or 19, so late teens early 20s, it’s not always true but 

people at that age don’t have a sense in general, they tend not to have that much of 

a sense of what the life journey might be or just how different a person you are 

when you are 30 or 40 or 50. And when you are that age you look back and 

recognise how different you are and your aspirations are different.” 

 

Brook, the programme leader extends Billy’s position, describing how students make a set 

of assumptions about what scenography practice is, formed from formative experiences 

away from the Drama School. 
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Brook “people come to the drama school having formed particular beliefs.  These are 

created by cultures at home and at school, and people tend to just accept that this 

is the way things are.  In practice though, the world does not fit into that tight box 

and we have to challenge assumptions” 

 

Brody offers a potential reason for why students form narrow views ahead of starting the 

Drama School programme  

 

Brody  “[being at the drama school] is the first time I have met such a range of people.  

Although the school is predominately ‘white’ in terms of ethnic mix, the range of 

work ethics and peoples ‘neuro. diversity’ has been useful to have come across now 

before I work in the industry, I now know how to phrase something politically 

whereas before I did not.”   

 

Billy describes how the course looks to construct professional identities and attitudes  

 

Billy “these sorts of courses, because they are vocational, they are a development of a 

professional self.  It’s about trying to construct a professional person. With a set of, 

yes skill and knowledge [technical or disciplinary], that is required, but also a lot of 

attitudinal change. And I think you do that by structuring a series of learning 

activities rather than through teaching.  [In doing so we move the student from] a 

typical educational environment which is very structured. Away from that secondary 

education goal-orientated approach, this is really problematic for us… It’s not about 

what can I do to pass my mark, that monkey say monkey do approach, it’s very 

much about getting them to ask questions… the need to think about … develop the 

ability to ask questions… [this shift] does not happen overnight and as such over 

the three years we move the students from a very structured approach to a more 

student led approach” 

 

Brook notes how theatre as a discipline changes and adopts wider scenography methods 

requiring specific professional stances. 

 

Brook “Theatre is now about Multidisciplinarity. I can’t really think of any other environment 

where you add new disciplines. .. The theatre shapes people’s attitudes, they adjust 
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how they approach the work because of the need to collaborate across different 

disciplines and departments, and it’s the fundamental nature.  This changes how 

you approach tasks within and beyond the theatre” 

 

Moving further, Brook reinforces how the cultures of work in Drama School scenography 

practice are different to those in wider scenography practices.  

 

Brook “I talk to students a lot about [the difference between work in drama schools and 

work in the industry]. If a student engages on a project here, like put on a play, it is 

within the confines of the college. It’s an educational project. They work with other 

people of their age and similar experiences and similar knowledge. So in that 

respect it’s quite confined and that can be really good because it allows them to 

raise the stakes and explore things and it’s a safe environment. When they work 

within a wider industry context. Probably the types of people they work with, there 

will be a much wider richer pool of people. Different characters... There are some 

immature boys [within the Drama School] throwing their weight around. [Students 

are] not going to encounter that in the industry, in a project out of Drama School. So 

that’s a benefit… Because often the danger is their views get locked into what they 

see here and that can go deep. And then they might go that this is not for me. This 

is not how I imagined it. So you have to remind them that, actually, they will move 

into a much richer much wider context…  And the downside of course if you put 

them into an industry the opportunities to take risk and get things wrong is obviously 

shrinking. So obviously it’s about finding the balance with the two. Getting people 

into the right experience at the right time” 

 

Blake, the graduate notes how the difference between being at the Drama School and now 

being in work. 

 

Blake “So I suppose the biggest difference is the amount of support.  I have to drive what I 

do next and there is not really a safety net.  Or at least a safety net which someone 

else has made. I’d like to think with all the people I know now, that if I were in 

trouble I’d be able to find a job and earn some money doing the thing I am good at 

you know”  

 

Bina and Brody described how the programme scored the beginning of a professional 
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career.  Each marked this as unique to this site over wider university courses 

 

Brody “the degree course is not like uni. it’s the beginning of a professional career 

because the connections that you make and with the tutors that we have we work in 

a professional way and we train here.  So when we go out there is not like a big 

change. It’s not like a university environment with classrooms and things. It’s more 

open and more relaxed” 

 

Bina “We are taught that this is the beginning of us becoming a professional.  That we 

should think of this not like school but as starting to enter the industry”  

 

Within the drama school, Bina describes how she makes conscious decisions about how 

she behaves   

 

Bina “I tried to put forward what I mean in class.  I try to be quite objective about it...  

Sometimes I get talked over, I think it’s because I am a girl.  The boys are a little 

arrogant.  I try to give quieter people a platform to speak.  I think you have to be 

quite harsh against the loud people actually and tell them that their suggestions are 

very interesting but right now we are listening to the quiet person. And try to ask the 

quiet people that they feel like their stuff is valid.” 

 

Brody and Brook describe how the small cohort size affects ways of working in Drama 

School scenography practice. 

 

Brody  “There are seven of us on it.  Everyone has different ideas... It’s quite hard putting it 

all into one event... It’s about communication, talking it out. We go to meetings and 

we are face-to-face and chat. And then we can work it out. … Lots of discussion and 

lots of disagreements.” 

 

Brook  “Students don’t vocalise what they can and can’t do - either because they’re either 

overconfident, so in their head they are brilliant and they know everything. And so 

sometimes you wonder why they are here? So there are those, and maybe it’s 

about that upbringing and their experience before coming here. Then there are 

those who are the opposite of that who are extremely low on confidence and they 

are often more interesting. ... It’s really quite tricky to try and solve that. Especially 
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here where there is lots of group work…. So we have to choose groups really 

carefully and a lot of my time is spent dealing with group politics.  Not everyone 

works in the same way.” 

 

Whilst Barry and Brody (below) don’t make direct reference to altering their behaviour 

based on the needs of others, both recognise that scenography practice in a drama school 

is different to wider scenography contexts.  This resonates with arguments made in 

chapter 4 (see section 4.9).  Bary and Brody centre their conversation around the small 

cohort size. 

 

Barry “It’s such a small group of people we are working with so for group exercises 

everyone knows everyone.  That’s not the same as in the industry” 

 

Brody “I mean I currently know everyone in my sorta world you know” 

 

At this site, the students all described how they felt having their professional identity 

validated was important.  

 

Brody  “it’s not just the feedback from tutors which creates validation.  It’s nice to speak to 

the professionals and see what they think if they say it’s a good job then I believe it 

is.” 

 

 Whilst Brody describes how he receives validation from tutors and wider professionals, 

Bina and Barry describe the relationship between wider social networks and professional 

identity  

 

Bina  “obviously for external shows we have an audience, and hear back from my family.  

I mean my sister is very critical and will say what she thinks.”   

 

Barry  “it’s quite dangerous I think just to be with the same people all of the time, like 

having feedback from your friends.  It becomes a sort of bubble.  Having outside 

feedback is useful, even from friends and family, who are probably biased… just 

because, obviously from back home, none of my friends went to the theatre but up 

here I go to a school where everyone goes to the theatre. When I live with 

somebody on the lighting course, we just end up talking about lights. And all the 
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people around me all know something about lights. When we leave the show it’s 

normally our mutual position. Its something that we come to … you end up in a 

bubble. You need to surround yourself with people who don’t know theatre because 

the [likelihood that the] difference between a lighting designer coming in and 

choosing a slightly different red making a massive difference to an audience’s 

perception [is very slim]... The average person on the street won’t really see a 

difference...  Both opinions hold weight and give me a sense that OK, I am doing 

this” 

 

Brody also describes how he finds it difficult to negotiate his career choice and the 

associated professional identity with his family 

 

Brody … none of my family have come from [a theatre] background.  My twin sister studied 

biomedicine so people make comparisons. I think it made me more determined. 

Just to prove that it is possible.  Especially like in rural Devon to come to London. I 

think that determination is more than anything.  It makes for difficult conversations at 

home as my parents don’t really get it and it’s a bit awkward when it’s a big family 

event. When they say “what are you doing now” and I say “I’m a lighting designer” 

and they don’t really believe it’s a thing.  My sister is like in a lab working with stem 

cells. So it’s always quite interesting conversations with the family. And the siblings 

always compete.”  

 

All of the students spoke about how they advertise their identity online via social media.   

Brody notes that he is ‘on LinkedIn and has a website’ whilst Bina says ‘she has a network 

of professionals on Twitter and comments on their work.’  Barry says, ‘I think it’s even 

important how you sign off emails, your name and your job role.’  Each describes how on 

social media they use role descriptors which describe the work they want to attain, rather 

than broader categories.  

 

Brody “I obviously want to focus on lighting design and so that’s what I put on everything, 

social media and the like.  But I don’t want to, push away the fact I can also 

program theatre. I have this technical knowledge. I don’t want to be just as broad as 

lighting. I am primarily focused on design but through that when people have hired 

me I do end up doing a lot of generic lighting as an electrician. I brand myself as a 

designer I think it’s a blurred line [between design and a lighting tech] at this scale. 
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Once you get to the big people they are probably not doing production electrician 

roles they are doing designing. So there is a difference when you get to a certain 

level. At the moment, not.”   

 

In live situations or on CVs Blake describes how he changes what he calls himself 

dependent on the job 

 

Blake “I change what I call myself depending on the job, last week I lit vineyards in the 

south of France for a music video shoot and next week I’ll be rigging lights at a large 

venue before doing some design work for a small theatre tour.  It keeps it 

interesting.” 

 

All of the students described similar phenomena.  With Bina adding 

 

Bina “I use social media like a shop window, but unless someone knows me, people are 

likely not going to contact me.  I have to contact them and I change my approach 

based on whom and what it is I am contacting them about.  That’s just how it works 

isn’t it?” 

 

6.13 The implications of the Drama Schools lighting centred degree programme on professional 
identities and practice cultures: benefits and challenges 

 

The tutors at this site described how their stepped learning approach, as described in the 

previous section, creates a learning culture which is different to schooling structures below 

level 4.  In this approach, the tutors aim to bind Drama School scenography practice with 

individual stances creating personal trajectories through scenography contexts.  In doing 

so, student scenographer attitudes change based on experience, moulding professional 

identities.  Through this strategy, tutors aim to enable students to build confidence over 

time.  By being attentive to shifting attitudes towards practice, the pedagogues construct 

learning contexts which enable students to reflect on personal change, observing both 

their own approaches to tasks in, but also to others.  As discussed in chapter 4, it is the 

ability of the student to reflect and create personal stances that allows students to form 

positions in contexts, and in so doing form map views, opinions a professional identity (see 

Dreier, 1999: 15 in section 4.3).  

 

Students describe how their scaffolded trajectory is place orientating, each affirming their 
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identity as a novice professional, a position situated at the beginning of their professional 

career.  The identity of a novice professional brought with it a level of confidence, where 

each of the scenographers described themselves on social media and in conversation as a 

Lighting Designer.  This job role was considered an aspirational job role title.  All were 

studying lighting design and therefore felt the role descriptor was justifiable, but all 

recognised that at differing scales the role would mean different things and that they could 

easily shift positions based on the needs of a specific job advert.  

 

The confidence attributed to describing themselves as Lighting Designer caused several 

challenges.  Some students did not declare the level (or limited amount) of expertise they 

had at the beginning of scenography projects.  This meant that students might not ask for 

help, even if it was needed or that students might appear arrogant, not listening to other 

perspectives within teams.  On the contrary, the tutor described some students early in 

their Drama School trajectory as feeling like an imposter and as such would not come 

forward or present their ideas. 

 

As all of the students were studying lighting, there was a level of competition noted across 

the cohort.  These competing egos have created difficult group politics which had to be 

addressed by the tutor.  This was exacerbated by the small student numbers, where 

conflicts in ways of working would carry through from one project to the next.  In addition, 

because of the cohort size, an individual’s behaviour could have a large impact on the 

group, both positively or negatively.  For example, conscientious behaviour might enable 

others to offer opinions whilst unprofessional behaviour, such as those rooted in sexism, 

might hinder others' ability to do work.   

 

6.14 Learning to network practice:  The Drama School 

This section presents interview data centred around the practice of networking within 

drama school scenography practice.  It begins by first describing the connectedness of the 

tutors with the wider industry, and then describes the implications of this for student 

learning.  The tutors at this site talk about having a dual identity, working both in the 

industry and within the university 

 

Billy “I try to do 1 to 2 shows a year. That’s really important to me. When I started here I 

was really clear that I wanted to continue my professional profile. But also the 

college is very much in support of that. Most colleagues here are not trained 
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educators. We started in the profession and have moved across into teaching. Most 

of us have maintained a professional profile” 

 

Brook  “This dual identity is important for two reasons.  First is purely selfish. I need it!  A lot 

of the role, you constantly give to the students and particularly here in a 

conservatoire. So there is very little you do for yourself… So partly it’s about self-

preservation and sustainability… it’s about me having an understanding of where 

the industry is at. I stay in touch with the industry, those I know, in particular in 

lighting; it’s a really evolving industry. I’m aware of working methods changing, I will 

offer students placements. There are opportunities for them to come have a look 

and work. And then I can also feed that back into my teaching.” 

 

Blake and Brody note how their tutor’s connectedness impacted their placement 

opportunities whilst studying on the programme:  

 

Blake “it was following my tutor into the industry that inspired me to make connections with 

events companies and not just theatre.” 

 

Brody “well this drama school is good at doing placements. You go and spend a week with 

an established lighting designer. Although it’s notorious to be a horrible industry. But 

they are very nice if you say you’re in education and trying to organise a placement. 

I’m shocked that I get replies from people.  I think it’s because we mention [Billy and 

Brooks] names.   

 

Both the tutors, Billy and Brook, reflect on the learning which occurs when students work 

with others on the degree programme. 

 

Billy  “the really valuable part of the learning comes from second years seeing the level 

above and thinking, maybe I could do that next year… By seeing your peers that 

are slightly ahead of you changes how you approach your work now.  You begin to 

plan ahead.’ 

 

Brook extends this by saying 

 

Brook The most difficult skill to learn is the ability to work with people.  You have to work 
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with other people. Sometimes that’s the hardest. You know the technical bit a lot of 

students start they can absolutely understand that they get really excited by the kit 

it’s very interesting. You get to run up and down ladders. It’s much more fun than 

writing…. So the technical, that’s the easy bit. The art of it, the creativity in the 

project, it’s the application of skill in contexts.  Being able to create a piece of work, 

that’s really hard but that is nothing like as hard as working with other people. 

People are just really complicated and difficult and also very rewarding.  

 

Opportunities to connect to wider industry contacts whilst studying were also discussed by 

Barry and Bina 

 

Barry “yeah so during the year we meet contacts as we get loads visiting professionals 

come…  [We] get touring lighting designers from the West End and theatres stage 

management teams come in and [teach] a lot of the courses here with us. So it’s not 

just the tutor, there are a lot of other people.  When they are here we build 

relationships with them because they mentor us and it can be quite intense.  There’s 

lots of time spent visiting the theatre too... It’s like building connections of people 

and learning from them”  

 

Bina “even here we build teams and create friends. You can help each other. Obviously, 

we also have loads of theatres around us and they do like - they love working with 

us and they know how we work and how we’ve learnt so it’s quite nice having 

people on the inside that know where we come from and that just helps them have 

the conversation with us and be like, how would you like to learn this thing”  

 

Connecting with peers also happens outside the drama school.  Brody notes how outside 

of class time he spends social time with peers 

 

Brody  “The unstructured time away from school is really important.  You go through three 

years together, there’s a whole other aspect of the school. We go out and have fun 

together.  There’s heaps of assessments which you do all together.  You get to know 

people your friends. Everyone kind of knows everyone anyway. So it’s all right 

everyone goes out, talks and has fun.  It’s nice to get away from here. Outside we 

are a bit more relaxed and we talk and think about what’s on our mind. So is quite 

nice to just chill and talk.’  
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The importance of connecting with peers is emphasized by Bina 

 

Bina “The industry is small. It’s not big. It’s like actors are everywhere. But it’s so small it 

so hard because it’s about yourself. You can’t just start work for a massive 

performance. It’s about making those connections starting and learning people… 

then it’s about people seeing your work and them actually going and saying it’s 

good and they connect with you. Everyone knows everybody else in the industry.  

It’s why it’s really important that you form relationships with those you study with 

because you might end up working with them” 
 

6.15 The implications of the drama schools lighting centred degree programme on learning to 
network: benefits and challenges 

Within site 2, tutors placed the emphasis of having dual identities, working both in the 

industry on lighting design jobs whilst also working as tutors within Higher Education.   

This allows students to tap into a tutor’s wider scenography practice to attain both 

placements as well as industry contacts. 

 

The small cohort sizes allow students from across year groups to get to know each other.  

This allows novice scenographers to make connections with those in later year groups 

who have had similar learning trajectories.  Novice students are then both able to aspire to 

and learn from more advanced peers.  This includes changing and adapting current 

scenography practices and imagining possible future practices. 

 

Students see the scenography professionals who lead modules as useful contacts.  These 

professionals often take up a mentoring role whilst student scenographers work on specific 

projects across several contexts.  These projects can feel quite intense for students and as 

such, professionals act as both professional and emotional support.  During this time 

students and experts can build strong relationships as they get to know each other very 

well.  Students feel they can call upon these relationships when working in other contexts.   

 

As the students were studying lighting design, this narrowed their perception of the 

backstage entertainment industry.  As such, the number of people working in the industry 

was considered small, with everyone knowing everyone else.  Making professional 

relationships with peers was therefore deemed important by students.  There was a 

difference between friendship and professional collegiality discussed.  The small cohort 
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size testing friendships, whilst each recognising the need to remain professionally 

connected.   
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Chapter 7 – A Learning Scenographic Approach: Insights into scenographic 

activity 

 

7.1 Learning Scenographics:  A unit of analysis to understand heterogeneous HEI pedagogy 

and learning activity  

 

This penultimate chapter aims to make the value of learning scenographics, the unit of 

analysis formed across chapters 3 and 4, explicit.  To do this, the chapter returns to the 

cases of Annabelle and Brody, who each outline a trajectory through different HEI 

performances; Annabelle’s from site 1 and Brody’s from site 2.  This thesis has considered 

HEI Performance as an activity where the methods of HEI scenography practice are 

assembled.  It has defined scenography in chapters 2 and 3 as the ways in which the 

methods of making performance come together as an assemblage of practices for 

performance activity.  These methods include, but not exclusively, the varied practices of 

both costume and lighting.  As we can see in the previous chapter, HEI performance 

activity is central to much of the conversations from across both sites and appears a 

distinct activity within the teaching and learning of scenography practice.  This chapter 

considers this activity as one of the multiple different types of HEI teaching and learning 

activity which is connected to wider HEI activities, such as lectures, seminars and 

workshops.  These activities hang together in a nexus of HEI activities, building on the 

arguments of Schechner (see section 2.1) and Dreier (see section 4.4).  The chapter will 

argue that HEI performance is the mechanism in which students recontextualise what they 

learn from these wider HEI practices and in doing so allows students to create personal 

and individual ways of working.  This builds on the work of Guile (see section 4.9).  The 

ways in which student scenographers work in HEI scenography practice are informed by 

their wider, networked, social activities.  Within HEIs, these networks are navigated by 

students, forging trajectories through the programme of study whilst being informed by 

experiences pre HEI.  A learning scenographic approach allows us to consider the social 

and material scenographic components of this learning activity through notions of 

assemblage and trajectory, providing a unique way into considering the situated 

phenomenon of learning scenography in HEI’s. 

 

As described in chapter 4 and what can be seen to emerge in chapter 6, is that HEI 

scenography practice is a distinct mode of scenography practice which involves a unique 
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mix of tutors, expert technicians and students.  Whilst this mix of experts will differ 

depending on the scenography activity, the un-evenness of team members' experiences, 

with larger numbers of novice scenographers within HEI activity, is a phenomenon unique 

within the practices and methods of making an HEI performance.  As HEI performance 

activity is the assemblage of HEI scenography practices, this thesis renders HEI 

performance as a distinctive mode of performance practice which hangs together with the 

wider modes of performance, a discussion which was central in chapter 2.  Like these 

wider modes of performance, such as dance, musical theatre etc., HEI performance 

orientates those engaging in scenography, the methods of making performance, in 

particular ways.  Here we argue that in HEI performance activities, scenographers are 

oriented towards not only learning how to perform scenography tasks but further, learning 

how to recontextualise knowledge across heterogeneous modes and methods of 

performance.  As such, HEI performance activities are themselves heterogeneous in 

nature, situated in specific HEI contexts and orientated towards specific learning goals.  

This will be seen in the short narrative stories taken from the transcripts of both Annabelle 

and Brody (see section 5.16).  Both students describe a specific, yet different, HEI 

Performance activity and how the scenographic social material components of practice 

come together are identifiably unique.  Although clearly different, the ways in which they 

learn through HEI practice appear to have similarities.  In the examples offered in this 

chapter from Site A (see section 7.2), Annabelle, sees the student recognise the uneven 

nature of expertise within the team.  Positioning herself as a costume novice, Annabelle 

becomes anxious about dealing with a professional director who she sees as a 

performance expert.  In this example, the student travels through a series of costume 

activities, supported by a tutor and can complete her specific tasks by finding personal 

ways of working.  In doing so, she begins to see herself as working as a professional.  The 

second short story (see section 7.6), from Site B, sees Brody discuss how the previous 

lectures, workshops and seminars they had encountered from across the degree 

programme spoke to and affected the ways they worked on a specific HEI performance, 

with others.  In this example, Brody recontextualises this past knowledge to negotiate 

technical outcomes with peers and seeks approval from both tutors and visiting experts, 

talks through the challenges he has encountered in working with others and discusses 

how these challenges were resolved.  Both short stories were chosen as it clearly 

articulates a ‘turning point’ (see section 5.16)  within the students learning trajectory across 

a specific HEI performance.  Within both testimonies, the ways in which students work with 

others to co-construct situated tools can be observed.  These co-constructing activities 
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become the focus of our scenographic analysis.  In doing so we can see how students 

recontextualise and produce new ways of working unique to them as individuals and in 

response to the situated practice of HEI performance. 

 

This secondary phase of narrative analysis which focuses on these two short stories will 

first situate the HEI performance activity within the students learning trajectory.  It will use 

the temporal and kinetic notion of learning trajectories, offered by Gherardi (2017; see 

section 4.2)  as a way of describing how: students move into HEI scenography activity, the 

ways in which scenography activity is worked through and the place-orientating effect of 

completing the activity.   This I argue, allows students to plot future roles.  Within this 

framing, this chapter will hone in on two of the key features of learning scenographics, an 

individual’s assemblage of scenography practices and how these practices are co-

constructed with members of the team and supported by pedagogues.  It will look to 

recognise how past activities have changed the students’ approaches to scenography 

practice.  The analysis then moves to consider the processes in which learning is 

recontextualised in situated HEI performance contexts and considers this in relation to a 

wider orientation towards professional practice.  By orientating the individual stories in this 

way, the chapter uses a learning scenographic approach to analyse HEI performance, a 

particular pedagogy and learning activity.  This is a progression from the previous chapter, 

which looked at how students navigated HEI scenographic programmes.  By focussing on 

specific HEI performances allows the thesis to argue that, not only are the learning 

journeys of students across scenographic degrees heterogeneous but also that how 

students might recontextualise knowledge in HEI activity is similar.  Thus, the thesis 

suggests that the pedagogy and learning of scenography in HEIs prepare students to 

move out into uncertain, heterogeneous future positions by observing and reflecting on the 

social material components of past practices.  Thus, the thesis makes the case that, in HEI 

scenography practice, the purpose of the activity is not simply to move towards a central 

agreed position of expertise or technical competencies, as in the case offered by Lave and 

Wenger (1991; see section 3.5), but rather, to equip students to develop unique and 

evolving territories of knowledge, across multiple, situated subject domains, which might 

be recontextualised along a trajectory of future practice. 

 

The chapter concludes by considering how the analytical tool of learning scenographics 

appears similar to how student scenographers encounter and work through components of 

HEI activity.  It looks at the language and processes of staging and worlding, as introduced 
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by Hann (2019; see section 2.9),  and makes a case for these positions to be considered 

as a meta-cognitive process of learning in scenography practice.  

 

To begin, however, the chapter looks at concrete examples of HEI performance activity, 

beginning with an account from Annabelle who describes her most recent role as a 

costume designer on an HEI performance. 

 

7.2 Annabelle’s experience of working on an HEI Performance at the university as a 

Costume Designer 

 

This section focuses on a short narrative story taken from Annabelle’s interview transcript.  

The section begins by first re-introducing Annabelle and contextualising where the story 

was taken from within the interview transcript.  It then presents the story before then 

analysing it.  Annabelle is a student from Site A, the University.  She is in her final year of 

the undergraduate degree programme in a broad technical theatre degree. Across this 

degree programme, she has learnt about a range of scenography methods and roles and 

has chosen to focus on the role of costume.  As part of her degree programme, and within 

her final year, she takes on the role of costume designer for the first time, after having 

worked in support roles across her first and second year.  The story has been edited from 

a longer transcript which spanned fifteen minutes.  The edit is indicated in the transcript 

below, noting the tangent the interview took and the re-navigation back to the story.   

 

The narrative extract was chosen as it clearly articulates a ‘turning point’ (see section 5.16)  

within the students learning trajectory across a specific HEI performance.  Annabelle 

describes the ways in which she found the role of costume designer difficult, before then 

engaging with the pedagogue and finding new ways of working with others.  In the story, 

Annabelle will describe how she uses the material components of costume to both co-

construct and mediate the scenography method of costuming, using them as a tool to 

enable group practice.  At the end of the story, Annabelle identifies a new personal way of 

working which she both adopts and continues to improve upon in later iterations of her 

practice.   

 

Annabelle I found the role of costume designer quite difficult.  I mean, not the role itself 

but working with a professional director you know.  I mean, they have been doing it 

for a long time and I’m only a student and so I thought well what do I know?  We 
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have to present our ideas at production meetings and it’s quite a public forum.  

Everyone is there.  Those on the course and the director and I never knew if the 

director would like my idea or not…  Sometimes they said yes straight away and 

other times they were like no.  I found the whole thing made me quite anxious.  To 

make it worse… I am not very good at drawing so if I sketch out my ideas they can 

be quite messy and I am embarrassed to show them.  They are not to a 

professional standard. 

 

Interviewer How did you overcome your anxiety to get the work done? 

 

Annabelle Oh, I asked my tutor.  That really helped.  They were like, well you don’t have 

to draw what you are thinking you can show it, especially in this type of production 

where the work is devised... theirs a level of exploration you know, it’s not about 

being right or wrong… different people play with ideas to see how they might come 

together.  Anyway, they said that the way I was thinking about the design was really 

exciting and that I should take some of the stuff I have pulled and made and take it 

to the rehearsal.   

 

At this point in the interview, Annabelle describes how much she respected her tutors and 

went on a tangent about how much she respected the tutors’ professional work.  Bringing 

the student back to the conversation I asked 

 

Interviewer  You said you were told to take the items to the rehearsal room, what 

happened next? 

 

Annabelle Oh, my tutor came with me that afternoon.  They then grabbed stuff out of my 

suitcase and during the rehearsal, at points that did not interrupt the flow of a scene, 

they grabbed stuff out of the suitcase and said to the actor and try this on and they 

just did it.  And I was like, oh no, wait, that doesn’t fit so I grabbed another jacket or 

offered up pairs of shoes you know and the director sort of ignored us and then the 

actor would somehow move differently because the costume was heavy or 

whatever, or an unusual cut or different shoes and then the actor had a really open 

chat about how the costume made them feel and the director was like that’s really 

great and that made you work differently and they suggested a handkerchief and a 

pair of braces and so I found something and well the costume kind of just happened 



 176 

 

Interviewer  It just happened? 

 

Annabelle Yes, I mean, it was my ideas and they were kind of agreed just like that and 

so… sorry what was the question? 

 

Interviewer How did that change what you did next? 

 

Annabelle Oh yeah, well, at the next production meeting I started to bring clothes and 

stuff to them and it allowed me to talk to the director about tangible things rather 

than abstract ideas you know and then I thought well, now I’m starting a new project 

and I’m doing things completely differently  

 

Interviewer In what way 

 

Annabelle Well like, for a start I was like, well I could take photos and gather pictures 

and show stuff instead of drawing right?  I mean it’s not what I did last time at all or 

anything but I was like, there are no actors when we start conversations so I mean 

that’s a way of showing my thinking.  And I’d forgotten I could use Photoshop which 

I used to just play around with and so I have sort of created a style of collage that 

just looks good and shows off my ideas.  I suppose it was about finding another way 

to overcome drawing before rehearsals start and away from the costume store. And 

I have already had a conversation with the next director to say, the way that I work 

is to bring items into the rehearsal room for your actors to try on and they were like 

great.   

 

 

7.3 Arriving at an HEI Performance: Situating Annabelle’s account within their Learning 
Trajectory  

Annabelle’s reflection above is an account of her most recent costuming work for a 

University production.  The work was taken as part of a final year module called 

‘production role allocation.’  For this module, students could choose what role they wanted 

to work on, although at level six, all of those interviewed noted that roles in the final year 

would usually build on experiences and interests from previous HEI activities.  Annabelle 

had shown an interest in costume after encountering it at level four and this was the fourth 

production she had worked on as part of the costuming team and the first time she had 
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sole responsibility for the overall design of the work.  The costume team for the production 

was made up of her and a student assistant who was from level four.  It was also 

supported by a costume technician, who was a professional costume designer in their own 

right and who acted as the costume tutor.  As such, in this short story, where Annabelle 

describes the tutor, she is referring to the costume technician rather than Alec, the only 

full-time member of staff employed on a lecturer’s contract at this site.  The production had 

a student technical team assigned to it, with students taking on roles in sound, lighting, set 

and stage management and these were supported by two employed theatre technicians.  

The wider creative team for this performance included a professional director.  Alec 

described how professional directors were brought into student productions for the acting 

students to gain experience in working in professional ways and that this has led to 

potential future work for those students.  As a consequence, scenography students who 

formed teams to work on these productions were also required to work with professional 

directors.   

 

To ensure production departments communicated ideas, members of the production team, 

along with the wider creative teams, would come together in production meetings at pre-

arranged weekly intervals to share ideas and resolve any conflicts of interest and all 

interviewed recognised that production meetings were an important part of the production 

process and were activities which occurred in professional production practices.  In this 

way, production meetings work as scaffolds, orientating groups of scenographers to come 

together within HEI productions (see section 3.4).  The role of costume designer required 

Annabelle to facilitate the vision of the director, ensuring the designs of costumes spoke to 

a particular brief. Secondly, her costume work should also relate to the wider scenography 

paradigms of set and lighting etc.  To achieve this, she was required to communicate with 

wider members of the scenography team.  In the wider interview, she noted how the 

relationships with team members were important and offered an example which described 

how, the ways in which costumes are lit, might dramatically change how they would be 

seen by audiences.  Noting that lighting might either enhance how they look or destroy 

colour choices, textures and shapes.  The extract above tracks Annabelle’s experience of 

working with an HEI Production Team.  It presents, in her words, how she initially struggled 

with communicating her ideas with both the director and her student peers, who had taken 

on wider scenography roles.  It moves to look at how she looked for support from her tutor 

and then describes the ways in which this experience has changed her practice.  
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Annabelle’s trajectory across the general degree programme focussed on costume, whilst 

others in her cohort chose to focus on other scenography methods.  Those from the 

broader cohort were assigned to wider production roles or stage management lighting etc.  

Individual students forging their own pathway through the degree, concentrating on areas 

in which they were most interested in.  Whilst at level four, each student would have been 

introduced to the different scenography methods, very soon after arriving at Site 1; 

students were allocated to different HEI Performance activities.  This was described, in the 

previous chapter, as being ‘thrown into the deep end’ (see section 6.3).  Across levels 4-6 

each student on this degree programme would have taken on several production roles.  As 

described above, Annabelle noted how this was her fourth costume orientated role in an 

HEI performance. She had also previously taken on a role as an assistant stage manager 

but very quickly decided to focus on costume.  Through these previous HEI performance 

experiences, Annabelle observed ways of working as a costume designer from peers.  

Each of her previous three costume assistant roles saw the designer present hand drawn 

designs to the director and having encountered this meant that Annabelle formed a set of 

assumptions about what costume design was and how the practice of costume design 

should be acted on.  From a trajectory standpoint (see section 4.4), Annabelle arrived at 

the HEI performance having formed pre-conceived ideas based on the observations of 

others doing similar practice activities.  Annabelle noted that this way of working was also 

reinforced by course textbooks, which described the design process.  She also reflected 

on broader notions of design from her level 2 and level 3 qualifications, a GCSE in Textiles 

and a BTEC in performing arts.  The formative activities shaped how Annabelle thought 

about the practice of costume design and meant that when beginning her HEI costume 

design work, she had not considered other ways of working.  To identify personal ways of 

working, Annabelle needed to seek support and in doing so began a journey of 

recontextualising past experiences.  

 

7.4 Travelling through an HEI performance:  pedagogues support students to finding personal 
conception of practice  

 
In Annabelle’s short story, we can see that she began her HEI scenography role as a 

costume designer with anxiety because of two reasons.  First that she did not believe she 

was very good at drawing and secondly, she was unsure how she might then 

communicate her ideas of costume design to the director.  To move past these initial 

anxieties Annabelle sort support from the costume technician who acted as the costume 

design tutor.  To begin, the tutor noted how there were many ways of communicating 
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costume design ideas and reminded Annabelle that everyone in theatre begins by being a 

student.  She reminded Annabelle of the previous experiences she had had working in 

costume and suggested that her ideas were strong.  This encouraged Annabelle to talk 

through her ideas and to begin to explain what she was thinking; talking through a suitcase 

of costumes which Annabelle had begun putting together.  This prompted the tutor to take 

the suitcase to the rehearsal room and at convenient points in the rehearsal, prompted 

actors to try costumes on. In doing so the tutor demonstrated a way in which the costume 

designer might work in rehearsal.  By the actors trying on different elements of costume in 

front of the director, the physical material elements of the costume itself didn’t need to be 

interpreted by drawings, but rather could be seen by the director, on the actors, during the 

rehearsal.  This acted as a physical tool for mediating conversations (see section 3.3) 

between the director, costume designer and actors and meant that a shared moment could 

be discussed easily.  This in turn created buy in from the director and the actors and 

encouraged the student costume designer to try out different elements in the rehearsal 

process, slowly assembling costumes for each actor through rehearsal.  In real time, the 

actors could provide feedback about the ways in which costumes altered how they moved 

or felt within a scene and were able to suggest accessories or adjustments to make their 

acting task easier.  These conversations were enabled because the actor was able to work 

with and wear concrete material costumes, in the situations their character would 

encounter during the production.  For example, one actor was required to move quite 

dynamically across the stage but noticed that the proposed costume was too tight.  

Annabelle was able to make adjustments to the trousers so that they were able to move 

more freely and as such the costuming activity became collaborative, as it involved the 

direct input from the actors.  This can be seen as a flow of information between the activity 

of the actor rehearsing with the trousers and feeding back to a designer who needed to 

ensure the trousers worked within the activity of costume design.  A trans-situated flow of 

knowledge (see section 4.5).  Contextualising the activity of costuming in the rehearsal 

room allowed Annabelle to overcome her anxiety over drawing and began to build a 

rapport with the actors and the director.   

 

Over the production, Annabelle described how she evolved the method of showing and 

trying by bringing objects, fabrics, and swatches to production meetings.  The ways in 

which this method evolved were supported by the tutor, who coached Annabelle to explain 

using physical props to demonstrate thinking.  Coaching a cognitive apprenticeship 

strategy (see section 4.8).  It was these meetings which Annabelle had initially found 
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difficult to talk at, fearing her ideas would be rejected.  Annabelle found that ideas were 

less likely to be rejected if the director could see and feel what she was suggesting and as 

such items brought to meetings became tangible material objects to mediate 

conversations.  This resulted in a constructive and supporting conversation, where the 

director might also offer suggestions based on their knowledge of the wider play and from 

their previous directing experiences.   

 

The role of the pedagogue in the example above was to mentor and coach the student, 

supporting Annabelle’s thought process and introducing new ways of working.  The 

assemblage of socio-material scenographic components, which the tutor co-assembled 

with Annabelle, acted as a ‘scaffold’ (see section 3.4) in that Annabelle’s thinking was 

supported to develop personal ways of working and cognitive and socio-material tools.  

The tutor, in the example above, first talked through methods of practice which were 

unfamiliar to the student and then demonstrated how these might be adopted within the 

context of the specific performance the student was working on.  Modelling ways of 

working and coaching the student (see section 4.8).  By modelling a new way of working 

Annabelle was able to understand and reproduce what they had seen.  From here the tutor 

continued to introduce other similar practices, getting the student to present items in 

production meetings and using physical objects to mediate interactions.  The student saw 

how this way of working garnered positive outcomes and they adopted this practice as a 

way they worked as a costume designer.  For Annabelle, this set them apart from other 

designers and saw these alternative ways of working as distinctive, crafting a personal 

position within costume practice and enabling them to consider what they were doing as 

the ways in which a professional designer might operate.   This appeared to support the 

forming of a personal, professional identity (see sections 3.5, & 4.4) 

 

7.5 Departing an HEI performance: recontextualising knowledge building professional expertise 
and identities 

   

Having re-produced ways of working on costume design in the context of the specific HEI 

performance activity, Annabelle moved on to describe how she has taken the ways of 

working she produced in this activity and re-contextualised them in her current practice.  In 

the process of re-contextualisation, instead of reproducing the way that they had 

previously worked and simply applying it to context, Annabelle describes a process in 

which she identifies wider skills and practices, learnt in pre-HEI contexts, and applied them 

to her practice of costuming.  In doing so, Annabelle describes an emerging digital 
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practice, where she uses her photo-editing skills to compile collages of costume in a pre-

rehearsal phase.  This, she notes, emerged as a way of preparing and presenting as part 

of the early costume process which can happen in a different locale, away from the 

costume store and before the rehearsal period.  In doing so, Annabelle created a way of 

working which allows her to provide something concrete and material to mediate those 

early formative discussions, which might take place remotely or in unusual settings.  Here 

we see scenography practice evolving and the changing relationship between student and 

expert akin to observations by Lave and Wenger (1991; see section 3.5). 

 

Annabelle also described how on her current project, she declared the ways in which she 

wanted to work as a costume designer, to the director, at the beginning of the rehearsal 

process.  Annabelle noted how this was useful, as she recognised that the way that she 

wanted to work was different to how other designers might work.  She also could see the 

benefit in explaining this to the director, who, having established a career in the industry 

would have encountered multiple different ways of working.  Declaring how she wanted to 

work also meant that Annabelle acknowledged that she had ‘autonomy’ (see section 4.4) in 

how she might approach costuming tasks, recognising her ability to identify specific 

scenography methods to achieve specific costume tasks.  These methods, which she 

uses, form part of the tools which Annabelle might use in future costume designs in wider 

contexts outside the HEI and allows Annabelle to consider her methods as professional.  

Using these professional tools and reflecting on their use allowed Annabelle to re-position 

how she spoke about herself, considering herself as not just a student, but rather, as 

somebody embarking on a professional career.   

 

In the case of Annabelle, as described across the chapter so far and acknowledged in part 

in the previous chapter, Annabelle encountered the role of costume designer for the first 

time in this HEI performance practice.  This occurred after encountering costume design in 

other HEI performance contexts.  This scaffolded step up initially meant that she doubted 

her experience and expertise, unable to see how she might navigate beyond the HEI.  By 

working with tutors and the director, Annabelle was able to build confidence in her design 

abilities by adapting, producing and identifying new methods of practice.  In these methods 

of practice, parts of costume could be assembled in ways which could be visibly seen by 

wider members and informally approved.  This led to her developing her own ways of 

working bringing her confidence to look for a role in costume beyond the HEI.   
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7.6 Brody’s experience of working on an HEI Performance at the university as a Lighting 

Designer 

 

This section focuses on a short narrative story taken from Brody’s interview transcript.  The 

section begins by first re-introducing Brody and contextualising where the story was taken 

from within the interview transcript.  It then presents the story before then analysing it.  

Brody is a student from Site B, the Drama School.  He is in his second year of the 

undergraduate degree programme in lighting design, which speaks to expanded practices 

of lighting design from lighting for the stage through to lighting architecture.  The technical 

competencies associated with lighting are also explored, such as the role of the lighting 

technician and the wider electrician roles.  Brody had become increasingly interested in 

the technical elements of lighting design.  The extract comes from the very beginning of 

his interview as, at the time of interviewing, the group being interviewed were also in the 

middle of a technical rehearsal for a live music event. 

 

The narrative extract was chosen as it clearly articulates a ‘turning point’ (see section 5.16)   

within the students learning trajectory across a specific HEI performance.  Brody describes 

the challenges encountered when working on a group design task.  In the story, Brody 

describes the use of digital tools which are co-constructed with a wider lighting team in 

collaborative ways.  By the end of the story, Brody is able to articulate how he has 

recontextualised prior knowledge in his current practice as well as to wider scenography 

methods. 

 

Interviewer Thank you for taking the time to talk to me today, I didn’t interrupt you did I 

 

Brody  No its fine I’ve done my bit for now 

 

Interviewer Your bit? 

 

Brody Oh yeah right, well we are working on a charity music event which is the 

assessment for a practical module where we each get to design for a couple of acts.  

But Bina has probably already told you. 

 

Pause – the silence is held 
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Well, it’s actually quite good.   I am designing for my mate; he gigs locally although 

he’s a final year student here.  Anyway, he does like a sort of acoustic rock thing 

going on and so I have 50 light bulb pendants which fly in during the turnaround and 

then they kinda twinkle like stars.  I suppose it’s how I wanted to work.  Not sure you 

can say I have a style yet, but nobody else thought of it and, what was the 

question? 

 

Interviewer There are 50 bulb pendants? 

 

Brody Yes, you know bare bulbs, that hang down and they are a nightmare to rig as I 

wanted to make them sort of be at random heights and then I noticed that they were 

causing shadows with some of the other lights rigged, so I’ve basically moved my 

front light to the floor using a couple of birdies [small lights] like they used to in 

cabaret with front lights and shells, you know.  And I think I’m going to pop in a star 

cloth as well if everyone else is OK with it.  It’s going to look sick 

 

Interviewer You’re in your second year? 

 

Brody  18 months in 

 

Interviewer How did you learn to design in this way? 

 

Brody Well it’s quite basic really.  Yes, it looks impressive but really I’m just using generic 

units and getting the best out of them.  I mean the most complicated bit is the bulbs 

as I don’t have independent channels for them, but even then, they are grouped in 

random ways and so the effect kinda works which is great.  We have like a massive 

collaborative lighting plan and we have been working on this over email for like ages 

now it seems and texting each other about it you know.  It’s like been in the process 

for ages…. One of the students deleted it from the cloud too!  Good job we could 

recover it but that caused an argument and we agreed we’d like work on separate 

files and bring them together each week.  In the real world you’d only have one 

designer and so this would not happen. 

 

Interviewer Basic? 
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Brody Ok, so we got taught like really early on in first years about what each light does 

and then we played around in workshops for like a year before we actually got to 

touch the show… we had lots of sessions in workshops, studios.  Never a live 

performance… We also had lectures on the perception of the eye.  Colour theory.  

Dimension.  Types of light.  Power…  there were lessons on power calculations 

which I thought at the time I will never be able to do this, and like I’m a designer why 

do I need to know… but group pendants actually meant I had to like calculate 

stuff…. Then there were lessons on perception and making an atmosphere and how 

everything works together... like we have talked through and played with a lot… and 

you know we have support from the tutors if we ask and the sound students too 

which is a great help, like we don’t know that much about these large speaker 

arrays.  Yea sound is another world.  Without the sound guys we would be lost.   

 

Interviewer Is this the first time you have put these skills into practice 

 

Brody Pause  No Pause  Well yes in that it’s the first time I’ve had to do so many 

aspects of the process from being the electrician, making the pendants, designing, 

programming, co-ordinating with the artist and I’m also like stage managing for 

someone else and helping with changeovers.  So, it’s the first time I’ve had so much 

overview, albeit, for my set – I mean after my band plays for 15 minutes it’s a 

changeover and so I’ve got to figure out how my stuff works with everyone else’s 

stuff and perhaps that’s the most difficult part.  Like I know the star cloth would look 

amazing, but the guy after me wants a cyc [white cloth which can be lit in different 

colours] so I don’t know if it will be possible, but we meet each morning now for a 

toolbox talk and iron out any conflict there.  And you know I think as a group of boys 

we can be loud and so I think some of the group felt like they were not being heard 

 

Interviewer Oh 

 

Brody Well yeah, the tutor has had to step in on a couple of occasions to make sure some 

of the group were truly listening to other people’s ideas, allowing them to talk, that 

sort of thing.  And also, like they were changing the shared plan and deleting other 

people’s work and that had like major issues.  So yeah the tutors have had to come 

and work with us but I suppose that’s learning?  
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Interviewer How did they do this 

 

Brody I mean it was quite simple really, like they kinda were like some behaviour is 

unacceptable.  But they repeated a lot of what we were saying anyway and it turned 

out that actually, our different ideas weren’t that different anyway 

 

Interviewer And you described this activity as basic? 

 

Brody Well no, I suppose it’s not, like I am learning a lot, but I already kind of knew it I just 

hadn’t done it, but I had… I don’t know.  It's kind of funny because like already today 

there was a problem and I can almost hear the tutor’s voice in my head and me like 

speaking back the problem out to find a solution.  It’s a shame nobody important 

saw it coz I think I did good you know I really value feedback from other 

professionals because for me this is the beginning of our professional career and I 

am very much becoming a professional 

 

 

7.7 Arriving at an HEI Performance: Situating Brody’s account within their Learning Trajectory:   
Brody’s short story, above, is an account taken in the middle of setting up for an HEI 

performance.  The performance work was a result of a second year professional practice 

module.  In this performance activity, the cohort of lighting students was required to form a 

team to put on a live music event for charity.  What was unusual about this was that 

students were not assigned a specific lighting role within a pre-formed scenography team, 

an experience which they had already encountered.  Instead, students had to navigate 

multiple scenography methods and take on differing positions regarding management, 

design, technology and craft practices.  The team consisted of six other students and was 

supported by the drama schools’ technicians who booked out requested equipment and 

who were able to be called upon for advice.  The students were also supported by tutors 

who attended morning toolbox talks and who students could book tutorials with.  In 

addition, students called upon peers from other programmes such as ‘sound design,’ who 

either supported the work because they were friends or who chose to use this work as part 

of their portfolios for their professional practice modules.  As such, whilst the students 

interviewed were on the lighting design course, they had to take on other lighting roles 

along with wider roles supported by peers and tutors.   
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The students’ journeys across the taught programme in site 2, up until the 18-month mark, 

had been quite similar.  At the Drama School, the first year of study is highly scheduled 

where students attend lectures, seminars and workshops covering different topics and 

where students might apply their thinking through physical models, digital visualisations or 

in wider workshop practices.  As such, students received the same syllabus of material but 

were able to begin to work through thinking, with others, in small and managed ways.  In 

this syllabus, broad sets of subject domain knowledge are shared.  This includes the ways 

in which productions, lighting teams and projects are managed, approaches and tools for 

designing, practicalities and limitations of technology and how these ideas might come 

together to form, in its expanded sense, a performance.  During the first year, in the 

students' independent and group project work in workshop spaces, students are set tasks 

and problems and together they must begin to recontextualise subject domain knowledge 

in practical, situated contexts. Outside of the taught programme, Brody reported how they 

‘hung out a lot,’ that many of the cohorts lived together and did similar activities.  This was 

not true for all of the students.  Bina, for example, had private accommodation and often 

felt excluded from the predominately male student group.  Brody, who lived with three 

other members from his course, noted how he had developed particular interests in 

technical lighting design.  This included both the practicalities of working with technology 

alongside the more ‘white glove’ approaches of lighting design which used computer 

based design programmes and desk based activities.  Brody’s interest was broad, 

interested in lighting many different contexts and types of performance, which differed from 

others interviewed who favoured ideas of working in specific contexts, such as on a cruise 

ship, or for particular modes of performance such as lighting for events or dance.  The 

programme was designed so that, as students began to identify particular interests, across 

the latter half of the second year and final year, students could begin to personalise what it 

is they worked on, choosing the contexts in which they wanted to gain experience. 

 

 

7.8 Travelling through an HEI performance:  pedagogues support students to finding personal 
conception of practice  

 

For the charity HEI performance, students within the team were given the same briefing.  

This was to book a music act which would perform for ten to fifteen minutes.  Students 

would then need to design the lighting as well as ensure the wider scenography aspects 

were taken care of which included stage management and sound.  They would also need 

to sell tickets for the show.  Each student was required to make a bespoke lighting design 
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for their music act which worked with the aspirations of the other students.  This required a 

level of negotiation as the situated nature of the task offered specific limitations.  The 

studio had a defined number of dimmable channels in which to connect traditional lighting 

units to.  Whilst others might overcome this problem by identifying LED or intelligent 

fixtures, Brody had chosen to use traditional lighting equipment and as such had to 

negotiate the use of these channels.  In addition, the lighting stock of the drama school 

was a shared resource for all of the programmes.  To offset this, the project was allotted a 

budget and this expenditure needed to be agreed upon by all parties.  As such, the seven 

different designs of the team had to be plausible within the confines of the situated 

limitations of the project and as such, Brody needed to reconcile his approach with that of 

the wider team. 

 

Brody had chosen to use traditional forms of lighting which impacted the amount of 

‘channels’ he required to use.  Here channels refer to the number of powered circuits 

which could be independently operated by the lighting desk.  As this is a fixed number in a 

studio, if other designers had chosen a similar approach, the limited number of channels 

would need to be shared.  Brody’s approach to lighting appeared personal.  None of the 

other members of the team had considered using pendants as a way to light the stage and 

Brody demonstrated how he was able to resolve problems by moving front lighting 

features to reduce shadows caused by his overhead lighting fixtures.  There is a 

suggestion that Brody had begun to develop a personal style, although Brody is hesitant to 

confirm this given his relatively limited design experience.  Nevertheless, there is some 

similarity with Annabelle’s experience of creating personal and professional ways of 

working (see section 7.4). 

 

To communicate ideas between the team, students engaged in pre-project production 

meetings, where ideas could be shared verbally.  During the production phase, a daily set 

of toolbox talks occurred which allowed for similar discourse, albeit with a focus on the 

activities of the day and wider week.  To communicate the specific and complex knowledge 

of where and how proposed lighting units might be hung, the students worked together to 

create a technical rider, which listed all of the technical elements of the show, as well as a 

shared lighting plan which visually depicted where each of the proposed lighting units 

would be positioned.  The lighting plan was accompanied by a power distribution 

document, with information on where and how each unit would be powered.  This included 

a channel list which indicated the patching conventions used, a process in which numbers 
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are allocated to units before then programmed into the lighting desk to respond as 

required.  Where changes are made in one document, the wider set of support documents 

also require change and for this reason, the latter document is normally completed once 

the lighting plan is agreed upon.  These ‘paper based’ or ‘white glove’ exercises were 

recognised as professional tools to support communication and to plan the activity of 

rigging and programming the lights.  A process of mediation (see section 3.3).  In this 

exercise, these documents were co-created to communicate and negotiate ideas.  This 

Brody described as unusual as ‘in the real world there would only be one designer,’ and as 

such emerged as a way of working because of the specific HEI task.  That said, in a 

similar way to Annabelle and costume, lighting designs are collaborative in nature as 

designers must work with the wider scenography team including the director and wider 

design and technical departments.  An innately collaborative process.   

 

Brody’s acoustic rock set was positioned third in the running order and formed a bridge 

between an electric heavy metal group and a country and western acoustic group.  Each 

artist had their own music set up on stage which plugged into the wider sound system and 

Brody described the challenges of moving equipment on and off stage to ensure each 

artist was set up appropriately.  Brody noted that ‘without the sound guys [he’d] be lost.’  

Within this activity, there is a recognition that Brody had begun to form a level of expertise 

in lighting whilst also recognising himself as a novice in wider scenography areas, such as 

sound and stage.  Reflexively, the sound specialists see themselves as novices in the field 

of lighting.  A double recontextualisation, as each expert, contextualises their expertise 

within a specific situated activity and come together to work on the activity in trans-situated 

ways (see section 4.5).  There is an acknowledgement within the short story that this 

expertise was developed from previous HEI activities, workshops, seminars and lectures.  

Brody notes at first that his choices were ‘basic’ as these were some of the first units and 

ideas taught at the beginning of his degree programme.  When the word basic is spoken 

back, Brody begins to unpack the complex relationships between both the social and 

material components of lighting design practice.  Brody described how his tutors would 

step in to support the learning of the technical competencies required across the various 

lighting activities.  In addition, Brody describes how tutors supported the resolution of 

personal conflicts which played out both live, and verbally in meetings, but also across the 

various communication platforms, including the technical paperwork.  In this example, we 

can see how the activities’ assemblage of social modes of engagement with the materials 

of lighting design, co-assembled with peers and the tutor, acted as a ‘scaffold’ (see section 
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3.4) so that both Brody’s and his peers thinking was supported to develop personal ways 

of working and cognitive and socio-material tools. 

 

The ‘white glove’ paperwork, which included the plans and riders, was co-constructed 

using a computer aided design programme called Vectorworks. This allowed students to 

share and work on files remotely when shared on a cloud storage space.  The co-created 

Vectorworks lighting design file becomes a visual tool to share ideas.  To communicate 

changes and to attempt to find resolutions, students used emails and WhatsApp to narrate 

the visual changes on the plans.  Brody noted how this caused problems, as another 

student accidentally deleted the saved file on the cloud, resulting in an argument, both on 

the WhatsApp group and in person.  Later in the interview, Brody acknowledged the role of 

the tutor who came in to resolve conflict between team members and who looked to find 

solutions.  This included overcoming conflicts arising out of material limitations, such as 

the limited amount of power in the studio space.  Beyond technical competencies, tutors 

were also required to support the resolution of interpersonal conflicts through processes of 

modelling, coaching and scaffolding (see section4.8).  As such, the process of co-

constructing a shared tool allowed students to learn and overcome: the material technical 

challenges imposed by the specific limitations, the professional software and ways of 

working as a designer.  In addition, it also allowed students to observe and learn how to 

communicate and interact with others to resolve conflict.  Working with others, observed in 

the previous chapter, as one of the hardest skills to learn.  

 

7.9 Departing an HEI performance: recontextualising knowledge building professional expertise 
and identities 

 

Being only halfway through the lighting degree programme and only part way through the 

HEI design of a charity event, Brody was tentative in making connections between the 

ways in which he was working and future ways in which he might work.  Nevertheless, 

Brody’s account does offer clear examples of how past HEI practices were 

recontextualised in the specific charity event task.  As seen above, when questioning 

Brody by speaking back the term ‘basic’ as a question, Brody described how he was 

approaching the social and material components of lighting design practice and outlined 

how this work had been covered in previous seminars and workshops.  The technical 

competency of computer aided design and the use of Vectorworks was covered as part of 

a formative module at level four.  In this activity, the notional use of Vectorworks as a tool 

was made concrete through its application in a practical HEI performance.  How 
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Vectorworks was used was situated, clearly different to other ways in which the student 

had encountered the computer aided design programme.  An example of the ways in 

which HEI scenography may be different to wider forms of scenography.  For this activity, 

the file was stored in the cloud meaning that multiple designers could both see it, and work 

on it.  In this process, one person’s edit might impact the wider team.  Reflecting on the 

discussion around the development of technology and the evolution of scenography 

practices.  The example of the cloud represents a relatively new iteration of digital 

scenographic activity and practices building further heterogeneous ways to conduct team 

scenography work.  This whole-team thinking heightened an understanding of how the 

work of individual team members in scenography teams affects wider processes and work.  

Brook, their tutor, noted that this was designed into the course and is one of the reasons 

why this activity is important.  As such we can describe this HEI performance as falling 

within a structured trajectory, where students would first learn discrete technical skills in 

workshop spaces and then assemble them in HEI performance, akin to what Lave and 

Wenger (1991) observed with the Gola tailors (see section 3.5).  It is in the assembling 

where these discrete moments of past workshop learning are recontextualised to resolve 

the specific socio-material challenges of situated performance activity.  In the case of 

Brody, where novice teams attempt to recontextualise past learning together, it exposed 

the un-taught, tacit, social skills of the activity, becoming a point of learning.  The process 

of recontextualisation, bound to learning how to work as a scenographer. 

 

The example demonstrates the ways in which the HEI practices of workshops and 

seminars might be recontextualised in HEI performance.  In addition, Brody makes a 

connection between these learning activities and professional practice identities.  Brody 

can see how the learning activities of HEI performance begin to build personal ways of 

working and notes that his experience marks the beginning of his professional career.  

These words are echoed across his short story and a position which is spoken by all those 

interviewed at this site.  Brody can see how the different taught activities come together to 

form professional ways of working.  He looks to actively seek endorsement from tutors and 

professionals when he changes the way he works as a result of his learning experiences.  

At this stage in Brody’s trajectory, he looks to be reassured that what he is doing marries 

the expectations of working professionally, the desire for coaching made explicit (see 

section 4.8).  In the extract above, this is seen in the observation around how he 

negotiated new conflict and is picked up at several points across the interview, as seen in 

the previous chapter (see section 6.9).   
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The chapter thus far has centred HEI performances as a specific activity in which students 

recontextualise wider HEI and social practices.  Scenography students encounter HEI 

performance multiple times across their degree programme and the chapter has explored 

the movement of arriving at, travelling through and departing these performances as part 

of a student’s trajectory through a nexus of HEI practice.  Having worked through both 

Annabelle’s and Brody’s short story about their work on an HEI performance, the chapter 

moves to shed further light on how the thesis’ learning scenographic approach elucidates 

new ways of thinking through the pedagogy and learning of scenography practice.  

 

 

7.10 The ways in which learning scenographics sheds light on the pedagogy and learning of 

HEI scenography practice 

 

This section proposes an extension to how we might think through teaching and learning 

from a learning scenographic standpoint.  It offers an expanded position to the ways in 

which learning scenographics has been applied to the teaching and learning of 

scenography thus far.  To do this the section builds on the analysis presented in this 

chapter before re-thinking the potential wider implications of this. 

 

As defined in chapter two and discussed across the thesis, performance, as an 

assemblage of scenography methods, requires multiple people to work together in teams.  

The subject orientated scenography methods are in themselves, heterogeneous.  In this 

chapter, the methods of lighting design and costume design were analysed, chosen as 

Annabelle and Brody offered the clearest descriptions of the ways in which they worked on 

and travelled through the HEI performance activity.  Annabelle and Brody were at different 

positions within their HEI programme.  Annabelle only had a semester left to complete her 

programme of study, whilst Brody was only halfway through his HEI course.  They both 

had chosen to study different subject areas within scenography practices and attended 

different institutions and as such their short stories speak to very different personal 

trajectories.  

 

As we have seen, the methods of scenography, such as lighting or costume, consist of 

heterogeneous activities which hang together and are situated within specific contexts. In 

this chapter, the contexts explored were HEI performances from two different institutions.  
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The student scenographers, Annabelle and Brody, worked within different subject method 

domains (costume and lighting) and therefore used different tools to mediate their ideas.  

However, in the examples offered in this chapter, the tools which both students used were 

collaborative and co-constructed.  For Annabelle, who showed elements of clothing in 

order to mediate and explain her ideas to others, the material costumes were added to by 

their tutor and explored by both actors and directors.  In this exploration, the actor and 

director might suggest other costumes and as such the toolbox, or specifically costume 

rail, emerged.  The activity of costuming and the methods of costume design became a 

collaborative process allowing for new ways in which people and materials might come 

together to achieve the HEI performance.  This in turn generated new ways of working for 

Annabelle, orientating her towards wider performance contexts and bolstering a 

professional identity, as Annabelle began to see a pathway out of the HEI and into the 

industry.  The HEI context provides space, support and time to develop personalised 

professional tools.   

 

The tools used by Brody, on the other hand, were those suitable for a lighting designer, 

who used software to map both his lighting ideas whilst also using it to understand how his 

ideas might work with the ideas of others.  The digital tool was made material by printing 

the final plan and developed in physical ways through the use of a computer.  This allowed 

multiple student scenographers to work on the overall lighting plan together 

asynchronously, towards a shared goal, the HEI performance.  In the activity of co-

constructing the professional tool, the conflicting ideas of the team could be played out, 

supported by a tutor, enabling students to navigate compromise and orientate students 

towards professional ways of working.  The professional tools can be seen as 

sociomaterially entangled (see section 4.2), in that they first arrive out of and are used in 

practice with others and secondly that they use physical material components to mediate 

ideas.  These sociomaterial tools have a situated relationship with ‘cognitive tools’ (see 

section 3.6) or ways of thinking that too might be ‘recontextualised’ in future activity (see 

section 4.9).   This comes to light in the ways in which these tools are co-created and used 

across both examples.  Firstly, those professional tools were co-created through specific 

situated scenography activities with peers.  Secondly, in this co-creation, student 

scenographers could negotiate their different ideas.  Thirdly, the co-created tool would 

allow the team to achieve a later scenography activity.  This later activity for Annabelle was 

the costuming of further actors in an HEI performance, and for Brody, the lighting of a 

music charity event.  In this way, we can see the different scales of HEI performance 
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activity where micro activities are arrived at with others, travelled through and departed in 

order to co-construct and agree on tool use to both complete future tasks and work 

towards team aims.  This learning scenographic position expands beyond Vygotsky’s 

mediational triangle of body-object-tool to consider both the trajectories of wider team 

members (see section3.3).   

 

In the previous chapter, taking a learning scenographic approach allowed the thesis to 

consider how the macro methods of HEI scenography practice hang together in HEI 

programmes, enabling the thesis to begin to render HEI scenography practice as distinct 

from wider scenography practices.  Here, the thesis’ argument extends the thinking of 

chapter 2, where situated scenography methods come together to create specific 

performances.  As such, by extension, this thesis framed the assemblage of HEI 

scenography methods as a coming together to form HEI performances.  The activities 

associated with these situated methods are, too, distinct from the activities of broader 

scenography methods because of the nature of HEI contexts.  The previous chapter shed 

light on these distinctions by thinking through the implications for student scenographers.  

As a result, how scenographers experienced (and learnt scenography practice) as well as 

the ways in which pedagogue’s structured HEI scenography practice within programmes 

was explored.     

 

In this chapter, through the short story of Annabelle and Brody (see sections 7.2 & 7.6), 

taking a learning scenographic approach has enabled an analysis of the ways in which the 

micro socio-material components come together in specific HEI activities.  These HEI 

activities are part of a nexus of HEI scenographic activities which assemble to create HEI 

scenography methods.  These HEI scenography methods come together to form HEI 

performances.  Here, the chapter is able to break down and describe the different social 

and material actors assembled in specific activities offering a different scale of analysis. 

Where the previous chapter looked at how scenography methods are assembled, in this 

chapter we explored how the scenographic components of methods assemble.  Here we 

can see how the learning scenographic approach sheds light on the nuances of HEI 

practice activity.  We can see how the differing levels of expert knowledge experience, 

between tutors and students, created particular relationships, where tutors might step in to 

resolve conflict and orientate students towards professional ways of working.  Further, we 

see how the relationships between novice peers play-out.  We might begin to describe this 

as a tension between the place orientating features of HEI practice and the differences of 
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wider professional practice.  A tension which both staff and students both recognise and 

negotiate. 

 

Taking this further, we might begin to describe learning scenographic approaches as 

aligning with the ways in which student scenographers comprehend and learn 

scenography activity.  From an analytical perspective, the thesis has used learning 

scenographics to understand and shed light on the learning trajectories of HEI practices.  

From the perspective of the student, who works on activities with others, they begin to 

comprehend how the social material scenographic components might be assembled.  In 

the examples of this chapter, this can be seen by Annabelle, who learnt to co-construct the 

components of a costume and use each piece as a tool to negotiate and identify the next.  

We might also see this in Brody’s lighting plan, which allowed for the mediation of wider 

ideas before these were then implemented in agreed ways.  Drawing from Hann in chapter 

2, scaling in this way may be described as the cognitive process of staging, where the 

larger scenography worlds are scaled to a comprehendible unit of the stage.  In the 

examples of this chapter, the staging activity of crafting costume pieces or drawing lighting 

plans allows for members of the wider team to agree and imagine future orders of 

scenography worlds together.  In this way these formative staging activities allow 

scenographers to comprehend activity at specific positions within their scenography 

trajectories and chart future positions collectively towards imagined future positions.  

These future positions chart both the specific HEI practices they are currently involved 

with, such as an HEI performance, future HEI activities or towards wider professional 

practices.  The tutor, supporting this trajectory.  As such, we might describe the co-

constructed processes of staging and worlding as the process in which student 

scenographers not only conduct scenography practice but by extension, learn 

scenography practice.  A meta-cognitive framework.     
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Chapter 8 - Concluding the thesis: 

8.1 The chapters approach 

This is the final chapter of the research project investigating technical theatre training, in 

Higher Education Institutions levels 4-6 within the United Kingdom (UK).   

The main research question was:   

 

What are the implications for HEI pedagogy and learning when Production and 

Technical Theatre practices are re-orientated as practices of Scenography? 

 

To investigate this question, the thesis asked the following three connected sub-questions: 

 

1. How do different HEI scenography degrees affect HEI scenographer trajectories? 

2. How do HEI scenography (social and material) practices prepare learners for 

scenography work and broader contexts? 

3. What are the recommendations which can be made for teaching scenography 

practice in the future? 

 

This conclusionary chapter outlines the core contributions the thesis has made to the fields 

of scenography, performance studies and practice-based learning.  This conceptual 

contribution across the fields of scenography, performance and practice-based learning 

integrates scenographic perspectives on socio-material and socio-cultural practice with 

models of practice-based learning.  This forms a notable turn in thinking which has 

practical implications for pedagogues and learners of scenography practices in Higher 

Education.  To demonstrate the thesis’ significant contributions, the chapter will identify the 

interconnected ways in which these positions have been explored. The chapter carefully 

considers how the positions outlined by the thesis are distinct from wider positions in the 

literature for both performance studies and practice-based learning.  The chapter 

concludes by critically reflecting on this researcher’s trajectory across this research project 

and recognises areas which might have been approached differently.  Before these 

considerations, the chapter begins by explicitly signposting the reader to the ways in which 

the thesis has answered the research questions  
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8.2 The Implications of adopting a scenography approach for the Pedagogy and Learning 

of HEI Production and Technical Theatre practices 

 

This section brings together the work of the thesis to explicitly respond to the thesis’ 

research questions, recognising how, adopting scenography, both conceptually and 

practically, creates clear implications for the pedagogy and learning of Production and 

Technical Theatre practice.  The section then moves to make a set of recommendations for 

pedagogues based on these findings.   

 

Explicitly responding to the central research question, the framing of technical theatre 

practice as scenography required the research project to consider the interconnected 

social and material components of technical theatre practice and recognise how all 

scenography programmes are uniquely situated and as such offer different, heterogeneous 

ways in which HEI learning might be connected to wider modes of scenography practice.   

 

The thesis directly asks: “How do different HEI scenography degrees affect HEI 

scenographer trajectories?”  This question has been answered in a number of ways.  The 

thesis has demonstrated how learning scenographic components assemble in situated HEI 

contexts in heterogeneous ways.  Within these contexts, individual learners bring with 

them unique past experiences.  By moving through scenography programmes 

combinations of learning scenographic social and material actors collide and irritate each 

other, orientating learners to the point of irritation, allowing individuals to understand and 

focus on the intersection of these different actors.  Learners then orientate back out to 

examine both actors in turn, generating a new understanding of each component.  This 

knowledge is then used to chart future trajectories.  The work of pedagogues in the HEI 

programme, therefore, is to structure HEI contexts by introducing different scenography 

activities which are encountered and worked through.  As such, pedagogues and 

programme teams have a choice to orientate learners to both particular methods of 

scenography activity, lighting, sound costume etc and modes of scenography activity such 

as small-scale touring, west-end work or dance.  These choices will directly affect a 

student's trajectory both through the programme and beyond it, as different experiences 

offer different levels of expertise to be gained and will be more easily recontextualised to 

specific modes of future scenography work.   

 

The thesis also asks “How do HEI scenography (social and material) practices prepare 
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learners for scenography work and broader contexts?”  Building on the above, the thesis 

argues that Learning Scenographics describe a meta-cognitive process of learning.  It has 

recognised how the orientating process of learning scenographic irritations scales orders 

of activity where individuals focus and comprehend component parts.  Further, 

scenographic irritations score ruptures which are worked through and resolved.  In these 

resolution processes, individuals look to recontextualise past knowledge to identify 

solutions.  The thesis has demonstrated how this process of recontextualisation, as a 

cognitive strategy, is taught to scenographers through a process of mentoring and 

coaching by pedagogues (see section 4.8).  As such, the central argument of this thesis is 

that these strategies enable students to use the disciplinary-specific knowledge learnt 

within HEI contexts and recontextualise them in wider contexts. 

 

Based on the above, this chapter moves to consider the recommendations for teaching 

scenography in the future, the final sub-question.  It does this by first recognising seven 

broad implications of adopting scenography as an approach to consider technical theatre 

practice before moving to a set of recommendations. 

 

8.3 7 Implications of adopting Scenography as a lens to consider Technical Theatre Practice 
 

1) Scenography describes the bringing together of scenographic social-material 

components.  If pedagogues adopt scenography as a way of teaching production 

and Technical Theatre, HEI scenography might champion new and emerging ways 

of working; developing scenographers for the performance practices of the future.   

2) Scenography work requires teams of people to come together in situated ways.  As 

such those teaching HEI Scenography practices should signpost the place 

orientating features of the HEI and share the ways in which these might be different 

to wider scenography contexts  

3) Scenography Practices are heterogeneous in nature.  An umbrella term which 

describes multiple socio-material activities conducted by individuals and teams.  As 

such HEI scenography practice should enable students to encounter multiple 

different types of practices; lighting, costume, sound etc.   These might be 

encountered by students taking on multiple roles themselves, and/or encountering 

others who are taking on different scenography roles within production teams 

4) Within Scenography Practices, there are pre-established and proven situated 

methods of working.  As such, the learning of Scenography in HEI requires students 
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to learn these methods of working, understand the contexts in which these methods 

apply (such as small scale touring or west end production) and move further to 

support how these might be recontextualised in wider contexts 

5) Scenography practices evolve as individuals take on new technologies or combine 

social and material components in new ways.  As such, HEI scenography pedagogy 

and learning must allow students to experiment with new ways of working and bring 

together social and material scenographic components in unexpected ways.   

6)  Scenography teams consist of scenographers who have a range of expertise, at 

different levels, across subject domains.  In HEI Scenography practices, these 

uneven expert spaces will constitute an unequal membership of novices as 

students than expert pedagogues.  As such pedagogues are needed to resolve 

conflict arising out of the student team's incomplete understanding of scenography 

landscapes 

7) Scenography activity takes place across multiple social contexts both in and out of 

the HEI.  HEIs must allow space along a scenographer’s learning journey to forge 

connections with wider scenography contexts, enabling them to recontextualise 

knowledge with non HEI peers. 
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8.4 Recommendations for Pedagogues Teaching Production and Technical Theatre from a 
position of Scenography 

 

As a result of the thesis’ findings, this chapter moves to make the following 

recommendations to pedagogues looking to teach, or currently teaching production and 

technical theatre practices.  This section directly answers the third research sub-question: 

What are the recommendations which can be made for teaching scenography practice in 

the future? 

 

1) Make transparent the ways in which HEI practices are unique.   

2) Recognise that HEIs offer a unique life experience where students are learning 

about themselves as well as subject areas.   

3) Where possible identify how the differences between your unique context of activity 

and the wider contexts of professional practice.  This includes: 

a.  how the ways in which your degree programme operates, orientating 

students towards specific types of professional activity.   

b. how the ways you are working are unique to your HEI and signpost the 

differences between wider contexts 

4) Encourage students to experience multiple different ways of working, either within a 

specific subject domain or across them.   

5) Teach students agreed and tested methods of practice for specific situated contexts 

and then signpost the ways in which these might be recontextualised in different 

settings  

6) Allow space and time for students to work together to co-create tools.   

7) Allow space and time for students to work outside of the HEI in wider scenography 

contexts.  Where possible create those links within programmes or signpost work 

opportunities. 

8) Make learning schedules flexible where possible so students can take control of 

their own learning trajectories.   

9) Mentor students across challenges by scaffolding new ways of working  

10) Foster independent thought.   

11) Support students to find unusual ways between contexts and subjects.   

12) Allow students to challenge traditional ways of working and experiment.  

 

The first part of this chapter has spoken explicitly to the research questions asked in the 

thesis.  The next part of this chapter looks at the contributions the thesis has made to the 
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fields of performance studies and practice based learning. 

 

8.5 Heterogeneous Scenography Practices: Three conceptual contributions to the 

literature on performance studies and scenography   

 

The thesis has asserted that the ways in which students learn scenography practices are 

heterogeneous.  It recognised that students, within an HEI, do not follow linear learning 

trajectories toward clearly defined job roles and work activities.  Instead, it shone a light on 

how scenography work, within Higher Education settings and in wider industry contexts, 

requires scenographers to engage with and learn situated ways of working, in unique, 

performance making activities.  These are then recontextualised in later iterations of 

practice.  As such a scenographer's practice evolves, adapting to the socio-material 

scenographic components they encounter in networked assemblages.  This requires the 

scenographer to understand the nexus of scenography practices in order to respond in 

appropriate ways.  These positions are different to much of the literature on both practice-

based learning as well as on scenography.  These findings have arisen out of the 

interdisciplinary, learning scenographic approach the thesis has taken.  The following two 

sections recognise the ways in which the thesis has secured its position that learning 

scenography happens in heterogeneous ways.  The first section identifies three 

scenography turns discussed in the thesis: scenography, the scenographer and the 

scenographic.  It then recognises how the thesis’ position extends the conceptual thinking 

in these areas.  Similarly, the second section recognises the ways in which the thesis has 

explored the heterogeneous nature of learning trajectories in HEI scenography practice 

(and beyond) and recognises the ways in which this position sits apart from much of the 

literature on Practice Based Learning.   

 

This section begins by highlighting the ways in which the thesis has recognised the 

heterogeneity of scenography practice.  Within the thesis, scenography has been 

considered threefold.  Firstly, as a term which recognises how performance is 

experienced.   Secondly, as a stance to consider job roles within an umbrella set of 

production and technical theatre teams.    Finally, scenography as a meta-cognitive 

approach to understand learning.  These three scenographic turns extend the literature on 

scenography and performance and move the conversation beyond the singular centred 

scenographer.  It recognises scenography as a co-constructed activity, across complex 

teams in situated contexts.  This section first outlines these three scenographic turns 
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before iteratively recognising how this thesis’ position occupies a unique space within the 

wider scenography literature,   

 
8.6 Heterogeneous Scenographers: Re-orientating the concept of the technical theatre 

scenography professional  
In the first scenographic turn, scenography was considered within chapter 2, as a way in 

which audiences understand and experience performance, through the ‘interrelationships 

of all its constituent elements’ and ‘as a significant contributor to the production of 

knowledge’ (Collins & Aronson, 2015: 1).  In this scenographic turn, the audience 

experience and make sense of performance by mediating the relationships between 

component parts.  In chapter three, these mediated relationships are explored further 

(Hann, 2019), recognising stages as a comprehendible unit of world, which orientates the 

viewer to the wider and larger scales of world.  Here, there is recognition of the co-creation 

of knowledge in scenography places, where audiences are involved in the meaning 

making processes of performance practices. 

 

Within this turn, the role of the scenographer is not addressed, or if acknowledged is often 

considered through the traditional guise of an individual responsible for stage visions or 

performance atmosphere.  The thesis position, that students and practitioners conduct 

scenography practice in teams does not deny the possibility of a lone scenographer nor 

questions how audiences experience scenography.  Instead, it sheds light on the ways in 

which scenography is crafted, or as Hann describes it ‘wrights’ scenography, as in 

‘fashions something from pre-existing materials’ (Hann, 2019: 69).  It recognises the 

complex team structures described in chapters two and three and in doing so, positions 

scenography as a tool to discuss the doing of scenography across expanded performance 

contexts, including those which might more traditionally have been considered through the 

lens of designers or technicians.  As discussed in chapter 1, this is essential if we are to 

align scenography practice to the question of training, finding perhaps a centre ground 

between conservatoire and university.  Where the conservatoire focuses on ‘the 

profession,’ whilst the university might understand performance as a ‘bringing together of 

all the qualities of acting, text, sound, costume and the visual.’ (see also Baugh, 2018: 35-

36).  My argument, centre of these two points, positions this ‘bringing together’ as the 

profession.  As such, it is learning the ways in which we assemble these socio-material 

components that this thesis has explored and which offers new insight for scenography 

and performance studies more generally. 
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8.7 Heterogeneous scenography work:  Co-creating with teams of scenographers 
In the second scenographic turn, the thesis has recognised scenography as a stance 

within production and technical roles, rather than a designation.  This argument stemmed 

from the discussions in chapter 2 around Schechner’s ‘quadralogue.’  Schechner offers 

four ways to describe the different stances of those involved in the making of theatre and 

performance:  Sourcers, Producers, Performers and Partakers.  By grouping types of roles 

in these categories, Schechner begins to think of job-roles, not as fixed homogenous 

positions, but rather as work orientated, where job roles are required to operate towards 

particular work positions and where workers might agree to different ways of working and 

organise themselves in different structures.  This created a tension with the idea of fixed 

job roles, derived out of traditional approaches and structures of theatre work.  From 

traditional perspectives, the thesis noted how technical theatre teams are constructed in 

hierarchical structures and we presented diagrams demonstrating the sorts of structures 

prevalent today in many large-scale west end, and to a lesser scale, regional theatres in 

the country with notes that both the scale and context affected the size of team structures.  

The tensions between seemingly fixed traditional team hierarchies and Schechner’s 

position or teams organising themselves perhaps echo two distinct positions.  Those of a 

team who support the work of venues, who both made and put on a performance and that 

of a team who make work to go to venues or look to find new ways of working.  This too 

resonates with the observations around the focus of the conservatoire and university.   

 

In this thesis, we have considered the role of the scenographer and in doing so 

complicated Schechner’s groupings.  We have argued that a scenographer might be both 

a source of ideas and a producer of work, whose technical work might facilitate, frame or 

perform in its own right.  A practice of assembling socio-material components constructed 

out of scenography methods for themselves or others.  Whilst the language of 

scenography differs from the early renderings of performance role positions offered by 

Schechner, I recognise how Schechner’s job role classifications describe how job roles are 

orientated towards specific work processes and outcomes.  Through this lens, I made a 

case for the work of scenographers to be considered not as a monolithic role with clearly 

defined tasks, but rather as a stance by which theatre making may be observed and 

practised.  This augments the position of Hann, by placing at the centre of the discussion 

the broader roles of technical theatre craft, beyond that of the designer.  Discussions about 

what scenographers do, within the field of scenography, are often absent.  Traditionally 

scenographers are considered individuals creating stage atmospheres by drawing together 
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the multiple craft practices of performance.  Within contemporary scenography paradigms, 

as introduced in chapter two and extended in chapter three, by positioning scenography as 

a group practice within HEI performance (and expanded contexts) I extend the position of 

scenography as a community practice (Baugh 2013).  Here I position scenography work as 

part of the practices of HEI performance communities.  Recognition of the sociomaterial 

turn is offered by Gherardi in Chapter 4.  Here I move beyond the position of socially 

engaged scenography practices, as referred to by Baugh (2013: 223-244) or the expanded 

contexts of performance for McKinney and Palmer (2018) and instead recognise the ways 

in which scenographers come together to both encounter and construct orders or worlds 

and in so doing learn.  Hann (2019: 56-58), recognised the collaborative nature of teams in 

scenography practices which, within this thesis is extended and augmented by first re-

orientating the notion of scenographer as an agent of their own, and others, learning and 

secondly as a stance, which those engaged in technical theatre and wider theatre 

practitioners might occupy. This was made explicit in chapter 7, where short stories 

demonstrated the ways in which scenographers craft practices together and where wider 

team members adopt scenographer stances. 

 

8.8 Recontextualising Heterogeneous Scenographics: a contemporary work practice   
From Hann’s (2019) Beyond Scenography, we explored the notion of the scenographic as 

a way to understand the social and material components of the everyday, outside of stage 

spaces.  Where scenographers scale and construct orders of world.  In Chapter 4, the 

language and idea of stage worlds are then positioned within the notion of Dreier’s nexus 

of social practice.  Here the thesis provides a language and a way of thinking that notes 

how individuals travel across multiple locales of social activity.  Where social activities 

themselves are multiply-situated in trans-local locations and where individuals bring with 

them their web of experiences from across their nexus of social practice to each activity.  

As such the thesis recognised the multiple figured worlds individuals construct with others 

in activity and the constant navigation between world and activity positions.  Complicating 

this further, as scenographers work in teams, the intersecting locales of a team’s nexus of 

practice work, cause knowledge to flow between these trans-situated contexts, where prior 

learning is brought together and recontextualised with others to resolve emerging situated 

challenges and complete team activity.    

 

By recognising scenography as a complex social practice where each encounter is unique, 

scenography work is imagined as a network of evolving practices which are to be 
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negotiated.  As such, scenographers do not work towards singular goals but form personal 

positions and stances to orientate themselves and others to the work at hand by co-

creating shared tools.  Experiences which allow scenographers to plot possible futures and 

scenography worlds.      

 

This reading of scenographic practice as work conducted by professionals is, in itself, 

unusual phrasing within the literature on scenography but this is, perhaps semantic, arising 

out of the interdisciplinary nature of the thesis and the focus on learning for work settings.  

This is likely due to the ways in which scenography is concerned with the process of 

activity and as a methodology in and of itself for research (see Baugh, 2018: 36).  It is 

because of its position to look at processes which have lent itself to understanding how 

scenography teams come together and produce scenographic components.  As such, it 

offers, for those learning and teaching technical theatre practices, a way to understand 

how the methods of scenographic production associated with the making of performances 

for theatres might be recontextualised in wider contexts.  A process in which the practice of 

theatre making is re-orientated away from physical buildings and places and into wider 

settings.  Necessary for today’s expanded contexts of theatre and performance.  

 

8.9 Heterogeneous Learning Practices: Three conceptual contributions to the literature on 

practice-based learning (PBL)  

 

Having recognised the complex and heterogeneous ways in which scenography work 

happens, this thesis moves to recognise the three conceptual contributions the thesis 

makes to the field of practice-based learning.  Firstly, the section recognises the ways in 

which scenography is learnt across uneven subject territories.  This renders it distinct from 

practice-based learning models which see learning as a trajectory from novice to expert in 

clearly defined ways.  It then moves to recognise the nature of learning in scenography 

teams, thinking through how team members co-construct tools to build iterative 

understandings of evolving scenography contexts and identities.  Finally, the section 

recognises the role of the pedagogue to support the student scenographer with the 

process of recontextualising practice and its scenographic components  

 

8.10 Heterogeneous and Uneven Learning Landscapes:  Navigating HEI contexts and trajectories 
 

This section recognises how the thesis has considered the heterogeneous trajectories of 
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students in HEIs across scenography’s uneven subject landscapes.  This disrupts 

traditional student trajectories of learning which consider learners moving from Novices to 

Experts in linear ways and towards pre-defined work roles.  Instead, the thesis constructed 

a socio-spatial argument to describe the ways in which students navigate HEI landscapes 

and heterogeneous practices.  The section moves to mark these considerations as a 

significant contribution to the field of practice-based learning.   

 

The notion of heterogeneous scenography learning trajectories was first introduced in 

chapter 2 which considered the multiple types of qualifications students, interested in 

scenography and technical theatre, might take in educational contexts.  This was 

considered from HEI levels 2 through to HEI levels 6.  In this mapping, there are further 

levels of complexity introduced.  Firstly, recognition that individuals might be studying 

wider subject areas at the same time as a scenography subject and secondly, that 

students might enter into any HEI level having formatively studied a subject from other 

subject areas.  Further to this, each different scenography programme, at each 

qualification level, will take place in different contexts with different: tutors, exam boards 

and where the interests of the student cohort will themselves be heterogeneous in nature.  

As such, students will have an uneven level of scenography expertise on arrival at an HEI.  

This is significant as it begins to recognise how students are individuals, each with unique 

histories across different social, cultural and educational contexts.   

 

This differs from traditional models of practice-based learning introduced by Lave and 

Wenger in chapter three.  Within Lave and Wenger’s concept of ‘communities of practice,’ 

they present a model of learning derived from anthropological observations of Gola tailors.  

The thesis’ observation is distinct from Lave and Wenger’s in three ways.  First, the Gola 

Tailors are a community, that both live and work together and who do so to produce 

clothing to make money.  Thus the object of intention, tailoring as work, is different to those 

studying scenography in an HEI who undertake scenography practice to learn.  Secondly, 

the likely shared, cultural stances and histories of the tailors are at odds with the 

heterogeneous stances of those arriving in HEI contexts.  Thirdly, the process of tailoring, 

from pattern making to sewing, follows a clear methodology with specific tools toward a 

clearly defined end goal.  It is this final position which I unpack further here as the 

heterogeneous nature of scenography practices affects how it is learnt.  From this final 

position, the practice of tailoring is learnt by a community by breaking down the task into 

steps, where novices must learn and become experts in each step before moving on to the 
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next more complicated iteration.  In this model, novice tailors move towards expertise in 

structured ways towards clearly defined job roles and work practices.  By positioning 

scenography as a heterogeneous set of practices, these clearly delineated paths from 

novice to expert become more complicated.  Scenographers' roles within teams will vary 

dependent on the intention of the performance practices and scenographers will have 

varying levels of expertise across scenography methods: lighting, sound, costume etc.  

These scenography methods are situated across heterogeneous work contexts.  As such, 

the ways in which expertise might manifest itself are heterogeneous.  It requires 

scenographers to learn multiple methods of working and learn different types of tools and 

equipment dependent on work contexts.  For example, in chapter six, Abdul the university 

graduate reflected on how different work contexts had access to lighting technologies and 

as such required new ways of working to be learnt.   

 

To understand the socio-spatial territory of learning scenography in Higher Education, the 

thesis took its cue from Hann, recognising how individuals scale complex activity in a 

process of staging, in order to comprehend complex activity.  In chapter three, the thesis 

presented Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as a conceptual geography in 

which individuals navigate, orientating themselves towards ideas and processes that 

conflict or rub up against each other, mediated by situated tools.  This enabled the thesis 

to recognise the distinct nature of HEI scenography compared with wider methods and 

contexts of scenography practice.  These concepts augmented the broadly Dreierien 

position of the thesis, which recognised the nexus of interconnected, situated, trans-local 

social practices, navigated by individuals.  From this socio-cultural standpoint, there is 

recognition that the ways in which activity unfolds are connected to the past 

heterogeneous experiences of individuals.  Here Dreier’s unit of analysis is the on-going 

constitution of groups, rather than Lave and Wenger’s well-established anthropological 

communities of practice.  The thesis’ unit of analysis, learning scenographics took this 

further, recognising the ongoing constitution of social and material scenographics in 

situated activity, by scenographers.  This attentiveness to the individuals, the component 

parts of practice and the situated nature of activity enabled the thesis to shed light on the 

heterogeneous ways in which students orientate themselves in and through HEI 

scenography; through the process of arriving at, travelling through and departing.  A 

chronology that was used to shed light on the stories in chapter seven.  This position is 

distinct from that of Huggins (2017), who, as discussed in chapter four, used student 

learning journeys to make the case for the concept of ‘transformative learning,’ where 
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students mark turning points in thinking based on their learning experiences.  Whilst this is 

evident within chapter seven, I augment this position by proposing that learners, when 

presented with evolving situations or context, may find it easier to re-orientate orders of 

world so that they can comprehend and take action, allowing learner’s autonomy to 

navigate multiple learning contexts trans-locally and recontextualise knowledge in evolving 

practices.  Thus, turning points form place orientating moments in learning territories.   

 

By focussing on learning scenographic assemblages, the thesis recognised the ways in 

which scenographers scale scenography methods to comprehendible units.  In doing so it 

shed light on the ways in which the heterogeneous nature of one activity might influence 

and affect the next, evolving what and how scenography practice unfolds.  As such the 

thesis posited that student learners in HEIs must navigate not only the scenography 

methods of production practices but be attentive to how they relate to the wider production 

and technical practices of others.  This scenography perspective recognises the ways in 

which student scenographers must learn how to assemble situated practice worlds which 

are navigated by individuals and mapped with others.  This aligns with the work of Guile 

and Lahiff' (2012, 2016) who interviewed apprentices through a series of situated semi 

structured interviews.  They demonstrated how, apprentices navigate complex learning 

landscapes where they are able to position ‘extant ideas,’ cognitive and physical tools and 

guidance from others so that they can collaboratively resolve tasks (Guile and Lahiff, 2016: 

165).  Thus they recognise how apprentices gain knowledge, become full participants in 

social practice and construct both identities and orders of world.  I supplement this position 

by suggesting that this extant knowledge brought to practice by learners was itself 

developed as a historic process, part of their nexus of socio-cultural practices and highlight 

the role of working with others in teams as an essential aspect of scenography learning.  

As such, the chapter moves to recognise the thesis’ contribution to practice learning.  It 

does this by elucidating how scenography practice occurs in teams, where shared tools 

are co-constructed to navigate evolving scenography activity and where both group and 

individual scenographer identities are forged.   

 

8.11 Heterogeneous socio-material assemblages: Co-constructing Tools, Practices and identities  
 

This section recognises the contribution made by this paper to practice based learning, by 

shedding light on how evolving scenography practices occur within teams of 

scenographers, who forge both group and personal scenographer identities.  Here the 
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paper argues that scenographers not only co-construct activity but also co-construct how 

socio material tools are used and further, that in activity, both group and personal identities 

continually evolve. 

 

As already discussed in this chapter, the thesis made the case that scenography is 

collaborative.  Alongside this claim, the thesis moves further to recognise the ways in 

which the learning of scenography is collaborative.  This aligns with the wider educational 

and practice based learning literature, including Vygotsky, who considers the role of the 

relationship between learners, teachers and more experienced peers in educational 

learning contexts.  The example of Lave and Wenger’s ‘communities of practice’ 

recognised how group activity might be broken down and shared with others.  The thesis 

however moves on these positions by shedding light on the ways in which tools are 

entangled, co-created in scenography practice and the practices of communities.  A 

reversal of Lave and Wenger's terminology aligning with Gherardi.  In this thesis the term 

tool has been used in the same way as Vygotsky’s mediating artefact, a resource to 

accomplish the purpose of an activity.  The thesis developed conversations which first 

recognised the technology of theatre practice as tools in scenography methods before 

broadening this out to the notion of learning scenographics, the social and material 

components of scenography practice activity.  Arguably, the concept of socio-material 

entanglement, introduced through Gherardi in Chapter 4, is inherent within the respective 

work of Wenger and Lave.  Lave (2011) considered the duality of context where activity 

and context are inseparable, binding learning, practice and cognition.  From this position 

scenography as a web of practice and the practices of scenography teams can be seen as 

entangled in the social material contexts of practice cultures.  Wenger (1990) speaks of 

the doubly situated nature of tools which is part of both a social practice and which can be 

observed within socio-cultural, scaffolded, learning systems.  Re-highlighting Wenger’s 

discussion on the ‘visible’ and ‘invisible.’  Wenger notes how Tools are made visible to their 

users when individuals think through how and why they are engaging in tool use.  Tool use 

is described as invisible when the attention of the worker is on the subject, rather than the 

tool itself. 

 

This thesis extends the above position by considering how tools are situated in multiple 

ways. This section moves to unpack how this finding builds on Wenger’s doubly situated 

tool.  Firstly, the assembled components of scenography practice form both the object of 

activity, to create or produce a visible material component such as a prop or costume.  
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Secondly, scenographic components are invisible tools, mediating later iterations of an 

individual’s scenography practice.  Thirdly, scenographic tools enable scenography 

methods to be mediated as a team, forming clear points for mediatory activity.  The triply-

situated nature of tools was seen within the stories of chapter seven, Anabelle and Brody.  

Annabelle, for example, recognised how she needed a new method to enable her to 

succeed in the practice of costuming.  This required her to develop new ways in which to 

use costumes – a component of her scenography practice.  In this way, Annabelle used 

early costumes to support later costume development.  At the same time, the design 

process was collaborative, where wider team members, including the actors and directors, 

could suggest ways of altering or building on the costume rail.  It required the wider team 

to recognise how Annabelle was using costume and agree on the ways in which this new 

method might be contextualised in the team's group practice; HEI performance.  In this 

way, costume as tool, became visible points for team mediation.  For Brody, the computer 

aided co-created lighting plan became visible through group conflict.  Each member of the 

team took a different stance toward the same task.  The tutor resolving conflict by 

signposting scenography methods and ways of working.  The thesis makes the case that 

scenography teams are heterogeneous, where each team member brings to group activity 

unique sets of expert knowledge.  The thesis shed light on how Team’s scale scenography 

activity, breaking tasks down so that they might be considered at both micro to macro 

levels.  In doing so, the processional stages of co-constructing tools were revealed as an 

iterative process, where scenographic tools are co-created to mediate wider work within 

the web of scenography methods.  Arguably, this later work in itself forms sociomaterial 

assemblages which too act as scenographic tools, enabling future work positions to be 

understood.  In this way, the thesis recognises scenography as both situated and 

progressively developed; aligning with the ideas of Brown, Collins and Duguid in chapter 3 

(see also Brown, Collins and Duguid, 1989:33).   

 

Having recognised the entangled ways in which teams co-construct tools in activity, this 

section moves further by recognising how heterogeneous activities forge scenographer 

group and individual identities.  This augments the position of Rogers and Horrocks 

(2010), presented in chapter two, who recognise the ways in which groups form common 

identities.  Indeed in chapter six, the thesis recognised the ways in which students across 

sites 1 and 2 describe their dual identities as both students and emerging professionals.  

Whilst this is generatively true, the thesis also recognised how different students identified 

more closely to each position: novice/student, professional / expert.  Further still, from an 
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individual, person centred perspective, the thesis has recognised how individuals studying 

in the same degree programme are orientated towards different types of scenography 

work.  This was the case both in the broad technical theatre degree and the narrower 

Lighting Design degree (see chapter 6).  Whilst the thesis has recognised the ways in 

which learning and identity are inseparable, aligning with Lave and Wenger (1991) and 

recognised from the notion of performativity that identity emerges through actions (Fisher 

Lichte, 2008) this thesis extends these positions by arguing that the person-centred 

process of worlding, where people construct and navigate multiple world perspectives 

changes the way people act and think.  In doing so, I entangle the ideas of worlding and 

performative activity as ways in which new identities emerge.  As scenographers construct 

multiple orders of world across different practices, simultaneously, scenography practice 

continuously orientates scenographer identities, re-configuring their understanding of 

themselves in relation to their practice.  In doing so, the thesis has argued that in 

heterogeneous scenography activities identities emerge from the heterogeneous positions 

of scenography practice, where scenographers are orientated by the socio-material 

assemblages of scenography activity and in the thinking through of future assemblage 

possibilities.  This aligns with and augments Dreier who recognised the interconnection of 

culture and nature, actors and their entangled relationships.  This has marked how 

scenography, as a sociomaterial activity forges evolving professional identities.  At the 

same time, it recognises how individual scenographers might influence both how 

scenography activity is conducted and evolve their individual ways of working. In this way 

individuals are active in charting personal HEI trajectories. 

 

Having recognised the role of the learner in charting the uneven geography of HEI 

scenography, the thesis has also shed light on the role of the pedagogue in HEI terrains 

which the next section moves to marks as a novel position.   

 

8.12 Heterogeneous Learning Trajectories: Recontextualisation and the role of the Pedagogue in 
HEI’S  

 

In this section, the thesis demonstrates its contribution to the field of practice-based 

learning by presenting the ways in which pedagogues support student scenographers to 

recontextualise prior knowledge into evolving scenography contexts.  As such the section 

moves to shed light on the ways in which the thesis augments the traditional practice-

based learning positions on the role of the pedagogue whilst building on contemporary 

positions of learning in situated practice.  To begin, the section outlines the traditional ways 
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in which pedagogues are described in the education and PBL literature discussed in the 

thesis, before moving on to understand how this has been supplemented by the thesis.  

Within the thesis, the role of the pedagogue was first introduced in chapter three, through 

Vygotsky, who considered learning as social and where knowledge is co-constructed with 

others.  Vygotsky recognised how individuals learn as an iterative sequence, directed by a 

teacher or more experienced peer and through Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development 

(ZPD), we noted how pedagogues introduce knowledge at incrementally more difficult 

steps.  The thesis noted how this was operationalised by Wood, Bruner and Ross's 

‘scaffolding,’ (1976) which described pedagogues creating support structures so that 

learners might move through stages of increased complexity.  The thesis pointed out that 

we might consider the Gola tailors, as described by Lave and Wenger (1991) as an 

example of this in practice.   

 

This thesis positioned the ZPD as a conceptual geography where pedagogues manipulate 

orders of educational worlds.  In doing so, students both encounter and are led through 

successive and increasingly complex iterations of experiential practice.  Experiential 

practice is discussed in chapter four as interchangeable with practice based learning 

(Huggins: 2017).  One of the tensions within Practice Based learning is the situated nature 

of practice and learning in practice.  Traditional Practice Based Learning arguments such 

as from Lave and Wenger (1991) and Resnick (1987) almost dismiss the ability of 

educational contexts to play a role in preparing students for work contexts as the two 

settings, education and work, are recognisably distinct.  This thesis resolves these 

differences by arguing that HEI performance practice is unique and different to wider 

scenography and performance practices.  The thesis posits that pedagogy and learning of 

scenography in HEIs prepare students to move out into uncertain, heterogeneous future 

positions by reflecting on the social material components of past practices.  Thus, the 

thesis recognises the purpose of HEI activity is not for students to move towards a central 

agreed position of expertise or technical competencies but rather, to equip students to 

develop unique and evolving territories of knowledge, across multiple, situated subject 

domains, which might be recontextualised along a trajectory of future practice.  In doing 

so, the thesis does not dispute or ignore discussions on Authentic Learning, which 

recognises the need to learn practical methods in experiential real world settings (Kennedy 

et al., 2015).  Instead, the thesis looked at how pedagogues intervene to support students 

to recontextualise extant knowledge positions and made the case that pedagogue 

focussed cognitive apprenticeship methods are methods of recontextualisation.  This 
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supplements the work of Enkenberg, (2001) who proposed the cognitive apprenticeship 

strategies as a way to operationalise Brown, Collins and Duguid's (1989) cognitive 

apprenticeship.  Cognitive apprenticeship discussed a way to enable students in 

educational contexts to ‘think like a’ professional.  By recognising the role of the 

pedagogue in modelling, exploration coaching and scaffolding and through the analysis of 

chapters six and seven, the thesis shed light on the methods of pedagogues and their role 

to support students to recontextualise extant knowledge.  This marks an extension of the 

work on recontextualisation (Guile, 2014) by considering the pedagogue as an agent in 

scenography teams who supports the mediated relationship between professional 

experience and theoretical understanding. A relationship that Guile describes as 

professional reasoning and which might be considered as thinking like a professional 

(Brown, Collins, Duguid: 1989) supporting identity formation.   

 

Recognising the trajectory from completing university education to finding scenography 

work, the thesis also positions learner led recontextualisation as a further cognitive 

apprenticeship strategy for learners in and of itself.  In this way, the thesis marks the role 

learners have to recontextualise knowledge with others, without the pedagogue.  In 

chapter seven, the thesis shed light on the ways in which Brody’s event team doubly 

recontextualised the practices of lighting and sound, without the pedagogue, as teams 

orientated and combined their individual expert practices in order to make the event 

happen.  In doing so, Brody and his colleague understood the ways in which their 

individual practices came together in an assemblage of practices.    

 

 

8.13 Learning scenographics as a metacognitive framework and tool for analysis: An 

interdisciplinary contribution to the fields of Practice Based Learning, Performance 

Studies and scenography   

 

This section outlines the interdisciplinary contribution made by the thesis to the fields of 

Practice Based Learning, Performance Studies and Scenography.  Learning 

scenographics has been used within the thesis to describe the processional, scenographic 

assemblages of scenography practices.  It concerns itself with the heterogeneous ways in 

which social and material components come together in situated contexts.  Within this 

coming together, in the activity of scenography, it recognises the active role scenographers 
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play in practice, making choices on how and what should appear on stage spaces.  From 

chapter three the thesis has recognised the process of staging as a way in which 

scenographers scale worlds, presenting a clearly demarcated space whilst also presenting 

a totalitarian other, a world of the performance.  In doing so, stages present 

comprehendible units of performed worlds which can be understood by audiences who 

experience the ways in which social and material components come together.  Where 

these social and material scenographic components intersect, audiences are orientated 

towards the point of intersection before their attention is orientated to each component 

individually, recognising and understanding both how scenographic components have 

come together and the components themselves.  As such, learning scenographics, the 

staged assemblages of scenographic, social and material components, describe a 

cognitive tool to comprehend orders of scenography worlds. 

 

To construct stage places, scenographers too must understand the ways in which social 

and material components come together, and in the processional process of crafting 

scenography, scenographers break down large activities, such as costuming a show, into 

smaller activities, such as creating a character’s costume.  In the case of Annabelle in 

chapter seven we saw the ways in which she assembled a costume rail by assembling 

smaller components of costume with performers and directors within rehearsal room 

performances.  In doing so, Annabelle began to stage the social and material components 

of costuming activity and looked to understand the ways in which they might come 

together in performance practice.  Annabelle began to comprehend how these component 

parts might come together through experiencing the scenographic world she had 

constructed.  As such, in a similar way to how audiences comprehend staged 

performance, by experiencing scenography and its learning scenographic assemblages, 

scenographers comprehend how to move forward with scenography activity by staging 

and then experiencing units of scenography practice.  Learning scenographics describes 

the meta-cognitive ways in which scenographers understand how to assemble and 

recontextualise social and material scenographic components.  As such, learning 

scenographics offers a novel tool to investigate and orientate ourselves to the ways in 

which the components of scenography activity come together, whilst also drawing attention 

to the components themselves. 

 

These arguments supplement Hann’s concept of the scenographic.  For Hann, as 

discussed in chapter three, stage geographies are experienced from the point of view of 
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the audience, where stages reduce the complexities of wider worlds to comprehendible 

units (Hann, 2019: 81).  Within the expanded notions of scenography, Hann recognises the 

ways in which scenographics might speak to contexts beyond staged spaces.  Here 

‘audience’ might simply describe how scenographic components are experienced by 

individuals in socio-material worlds.  In this thesis the attention is turned to the experience 

of scenographers in HEIs, learning the ways in which social and material components 

might come together in scenography activity.   As such, the concept of scenographics is 

adopted to describe the ways in which scenographers learn, both in HEI’s and beyond.  A 

novel approach within the literature of scenography and performance studies. 

 

At the same time, learning scenographics as a unit of analysis supplements discussions 

from cultural historical activity theory (CHAT).   Ellis, Edwards and Smagorinsky (2010) 

argued that physical and psychological tools are used to ‘build cultures (3).  Here learning 

scenographics describes the entangled sociomaterial components of scenographic activity 

which act as both physical and cognitive tools to construct stage worlds and build 

performance cultures.  Vygotsky’s mediational triangle is built upon to consider the 

interactions of both non-human and human actors in complex scenographic assemblages, 

reflecting the heterogeneous nature of scenography activity.  Learning scenographics has 

been used to understand, within HEI scenography programmes, the different scales of 

scenographic activity.  It has enabled analysis which looks at both the macro and micro 

ways social and material components are brought together in scenography learning within 

an HEI.  Programme level in chapter six and personal levels within chapter seven.  It 

attends to the various positions of scenographers in HEI scenography teams allowing for 

multiple and heterogeneous perspectives of learning and pedagogy, within situated 

contexts.  In part, this work speaks to Engerstrom’s third generation of activity theory 

which added the topologies of rules, community and division of labour – to Vygotsky’s 

position of subject, object and tool.  In doing so Engerstrom offers a way of understanding 

how individuals work with others.  From the thesis’ learning scenographic position, 

Engerstrom’s topologies are a way to describe scales of learning scenographic 

assemblages, which whilst the thesis has recognised, has not become the focus of 

analysis and as such learning scenographics has offered a flexible and novel analytical 

approach. 
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8.14 Critical Reflections:  My research trajectory 

This thesis marks the end of a trajectory across a specific and scaffolded research project.  

Whilst recognising that before starting this project I had limited encounters with 

educational theory, was a novice in terms of designing a research project, deploying and 

analysing specific methods and had not written anything longer than 10,000 words, I do 

not want to dismiss the accomplishments within the body of work.  Nevertheless, this 

section reflects on areas, within the five-year trajectory of work that I might now approach 

differently, knowing what I do now.  This forms the final section of this thesis, which I look 

forward to defending in due course.   

 

8.15 Allowing Space, Time to protect my Mental Health 
From a personal perspective, the project and my wider network of social practices 

presented multiple challenges.  I have a full time job managing a university theatre and 

writing and delivering a pathway of technical theatre modules.  Alongside this, I manage 

and produce community centred projects and an internationally touring theatre company.  

The PhD project, whilst linked to my professional work practices, perhaps unsurprisingly 

required a significant amount of time.  Not simply in writing and reading: two academic 

processes made slower by dyslexia, but also in the process of thinking.  As I attempted to 

orientate the nexus of concepts within the thesis whilst still looking to produce the quantity 

and quality of work in my professional practices I suffered a great deal of mental distress.  

An experience I do not wish to relive.  I can only thank my employer, my supervisor and 

my husband for their support during this period.  If I were to do this again, allowing my 

mind to wander, to allocate time to do menial work and ensure I planned sufficient breaks 

would have been built in.     

 

8.16 Earlier adoption of the ideas of scenography within my research trajectory   
For the first half of this project, the ideas of scenography did not play a significant role in 

this thesis.  Whilst I taught the importance of this way of thinking to my students, I tried to 

bracket out these concepts, recognising the tensions between the ideas of scenography 

and traditional job roles and ways of working.  It was only in the exploration of these ideas 

that I came to realise the different ways in which practitioners must operate within 

technical theatre and how this is overlooked by the blanket notion of ‘professional practice.’  

Delaying this thinking resulted in lost time, although the position of these revelations 

between the pilot and empirical phase became a turning point of the work. 
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8.17 Adopting Kvale’s research design and analysis thinking earlier 
Whilst I recognise the thematic analysis of my research data in this thesis as strong, 

having never attempted thematic analysis before and being suede to other ideas found in 

grounded theories I spent a lot of time working on the data without any results.  This was 

perhaps the most frustrating part of the research as I could not understand how what I had 

read, my own experiences and the interview data came together.  It was by re-reading 

Kvale and following through with the approach which enabled me to finally begin to draft a 

way forward. 
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Appendix A.  Topic Guide, tracking the changes in themes and questions from the pilot study to the main 

interview phase 

 

 

 

 

 Pedagogue Learner Graduate 

Personal Trajectories 

 

Theme Later Changed to  

 

Scenographer trajectories in 

and out of HEI practice 

1. Please can you 

tell me about 

what you do? 

2. Probe 

3. How did you 

come to teach x? 

4. How long have 

you been doing x 

5. What do you like 

best about x? 

 

1. Please can you tell me about what you 

do? 

2. Probe 

3. How long have you been doing x 

4. What do you like best about x? 

5. How did you come to take that 

programme x? 

6. What do you want to do after 

completion 

7. Does studying x lead to y?   

8. PROBE MORE HERE 

 

 

 

1. Please can you tell me about 

what you do? 

2. Probe 

3. How did you come to do x?  Did 

you always want to do x? 

4. How long have you been doing 

x 

5. What do you like best about x? 
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Teaching and Learning 

 

Theme Later Changed to  

 

Developing professional 

identities in HEI cultures 

1. What do you try 

and achieve 

through your 

role as x? 

2. How do you do 

that in your 

teaching? 

3. Amplify - Can 

you give me an 

example? 

4. Probe – how did 

that approach 

come about? 

 

1. Where on this course are you learning 

how to become x?   

2. Amplify - Can you give me an example? 

3. Probe – Is that the only way?   

4. How do you think about the 

relationship between learning in 

practice and learning in the classroom 

 

1. CLARIFY - You mentioned you 

studied x ? Or what did you 

study? And now you do y 

2. Did studying x help you become 

a y? In what way?  Can you give 

an example 

3. Was that the only way? 

4. Was there anywhere else you 

learnt how to become a y? 

5. Probe… 

Cognitive apprenticeship 

 

Theme Later Changed to  

 

Learning to network  

1. Clarify - You said 

you try and 

achieve x, is that 

right 

2. How are you 

able to see you 

have achieved 

it? 

3. Are you able to 

see this over the 

1. Clarify - You want to achieve x  :  Are 

you able to see yourself moving 

towards this goal 

2. Amplify - Can you give me an example? 

3. How do you think that comes about? 

4. Why do you think that happens? 

5. Thank you for your time – Is there 

anything you would like to add at this 

point? 

 

1. At what point did you start 

saying you were an x? 

2. Repeat back to prompt more… 

3. How do you think that comes 

about? 

4. Why do you think it was then 

and not earlier? 

5. Thank you for your time – Is 

there anything you would like 

to add at this point? 
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programme / 

module? 

4. Amplify - Can 

you give me an 

example? 

5. How do you 

think that comes 

about? 

6. Why do you 

think that 

happens? 

7. Thank you for 

your time – Is 

there anything 

you would like to 

add at this 

point? 

 

 

 

 

 


