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Drama-Based Research Methods as Integrated Part of Group 
Interviews 

 

We all learn in different ways. But organization of education is built more on similarities than 

on differences. This means for example that all pupils in school are supposed to achieve the 

same goal within the same time. This is based on the idea that it is possible in advance to 

regulate learning for all (Kroksmark, 2006). This leads to teaching that promotes certain ways 

of learning.
1
  Different ways of teaching can be used to allow for variations of ways of 

learning in one and the same situation. Drama can be such a way. But how do drama enables 

learning in different ways and include individuals’ different ways of learning? How can we 

investigate possibilities of variation in ways of learning in and through drama? This forms one 

point of departure for my present research study. In order to understand this is it of interest to 

investigate how pupils conceive and describe their own learning. Learning can be viewed as a 

change of thoughts, insights and understanding in relation to something in the environment. 

This change involves a change in the relationship between the individual and the environment 

where the individual is the active one, in that he or she, in thought and action, is directed 

towards something in the environment. If I as researcher want to understand how learning can 

take place in drama education, one way is to ask the pupils themselves. 

 

Similar issues constituted an aim for my work for master's degree (Rosén, 2009), which led 

on to thoughts I am presenting here. In that study, I used questionnaire and individual 

interviews as data collection methods and there were formulated questions about different 

ways of learning. In interviews, some of the youths spontaneously mentioned that they had 

not previously thought that different individuals learn in different ways and that this leads to 

that certain forms of teaching benefit some ways of learning. A possible interpretation is that 

the research questions could have contributed as a tool for some youths to understand more 

about the fact that we all learn in different ways. Participation in the study was maybe an 

opportunity for them to reflect on their own learning even though it was not planned by me. 

That study was a case study about a project where young people made radio programs and 

where the focus was on the narrative. The youths did interviews in order to gather material for 

their radio programs. Thus my own, and their work processes included the same method, 

interview. This means that they already had experience of doing interviews at the time when I 

interviewed them. Afterwards I began thinking about if and how interview situations can be 

used intentionally as a reflective co-creative process, a process that would enable new 

understanding both for participants and for researcher. Could it be possible to use drama 

based research method to investigate how young people view their learning in drama, if they 

already have experience in participating in drama teaching? Here I want to explore what such 

an approach could imply. 

 

My starting point is interview as data collection method and I will first present some thoughts 

about this. I describe an approach to qualitative research interview. It is in itself is nothing 

new but is an approach to interview which highlights how new understanding can be achieved 

as co-created action in interview situations. Some things will then be said about similarities 

with drama making and about drama as inquiry. This will be followed by a discussion about  

                                                 
1
 Much could be added concerning the issue what school is for and about dominant functionalist approach to  

  education. But this is a larger discussion which there is no space for here. 



IDiERI 7                                 Drama-based Research Methods as Integrated Part of Group Interviews       

Paper presentation 

Susanne Rosén  

 2 

 

drama-based research method in research and reflections on possibilities and implications of 

using drama as an integrated research method in group-interviews. 

 

Interview 

Interview is based upon conversation as form but is a professional conversation with purpose 

to reach new knowledge
2
. Qualitative research interview is here used for the purpose to 

investigate informants’ views on a phenomenon, their own learning. Thus, interviewing is not 

merely an exchange of asking questions and getting answers (Fontana & Frey, 2008). 

Knowledge that is sought is not something available and waiting to be discovered. A 

metaphor that is useful to describe a view on knowledge as something that does not change 

during the transformation into words, is the ‘ore metaphor’ (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). 

Another view on what knowledge is about is ‘traveller metaphor’. In ‘traveller metaphor’ is 

the researcher seen as someone who travels through the landscape.The informants are people 

she or he meets along the way and walks together with for a while. The journey leads to new 

knowledge but also the traveller himself changes along the way. Simultaneously, the meetings 

give the informants opportunity to reflect upon their own perceptions. Since human 

interaction always affects people, the interaction in an interview also affects the informant.  

Change may therefore happen in researcher as well as in informants, and understanding of 

what is investigated, may also change. 

 

Kvale och Brinkmann describe interview as inter views – what happens between two 

‘seeings’. They use Rubin's figure (Figure 1) to describe how focus can be either of the two 

individuals that interact in the interview situation or on the knowledge created in the 

interaction between them. Knowledge is created in the inter space. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

This double aspect is always there, according to such an approach to interview. An interview 

is seen as an active process in which knowledge is constructed contextually, linguistic and 

narrative
3
. It can be seen as the creation of a collaborative action that leads to a mutually 

created story (Fontana & Frey, 2008).  

                                                 
2
 The definition of knowledge used here includes understanding.  An investigation about individuals' views  

   about their own learning involves an endeavour to understand. 
3
 Here ‘linguistic’ refers to the meanings of expressions while ‘narrative’ refers to the form of telling. 

 Figure1, Rubins’ figure 
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At the same time, there is always an inherent power imbalance in interviews in that the 

interviewer's aim is to get access to information from the interviewed, and is also the one who 

interprets the information. Interpretation of an interview involves both what is said and how it 

is said, as silence, facial expressions, gestures, etc. It also involves what is not being said. 

Information can be excluded consciously, for various reasons. Some matters can be difficult 

to express in words. Not everything can be communicated over different contexts and 

modalities, according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009). The concept of modality means sign 

resources and that various signs, modes, contain and express different ways to create meaning. 

This means that everything can not be directly transferred from one mode to another (Kress, 

2010). For example, experiences in action can not be translated directly into words. 

 

This approach is also applicable for group interviews, although these may imply other 

knowledge than individual interviews (Thomsson, 2011). Participants in a group create the 

narrative in interaction with each other. Different points of view can be discussed and 

challenged. Different participants’ different ways to understand a phenomenon come together 

in the situation and can lead to deepening, displacement or change in individuals' 

understanding. Group interviews therefore may generate a wide range of responses (Cohen, 

Manion & Morrison, 2007). On the other hand, relations between group participants also 

influence who gets opportunity to speak and which perspectives that are allowed to prevail. 

Group dynamic that takes place in a group may therefore imply both specific difficulties and 

possibilities. The researcher's role may shift during a group interview situation, between being 

for example a moderator, enabling space for different voices or be listening. 

 

Concerning interviews with children and young people may group interview be especially 

useful (Cohen et al). Interviewing children and young people creates a special power 

imbalance between informants and researcher. Group interview may include an interaction in 

the group that may lead to greater security in relation to the researcher compared to individual 

interviews. But as in all groups, group dynamics may result in that only some voices are 

heard.
4
 

 

Group process, between participants and between participants and researchers, and that co-

creation of knowledge that takes place in the interaction has several parallels with drama 

making. Both are an inquiry in a group together with a researcher / leader. Requested 

understanding is not about pre-packaged answers. There are translations between different 

modalities, which mean that there is a change of what is communicated. This contains 

possibility of different kinds of reflection for all participants. This requires openness, 

flexibility and a reflective attitude from the researcher. In the following section, I will discuss 

some more similarities between drama making and research. 

 

Drama as inquiry 

Similarities between drama and qualitative research have been described by several drama 

researchers (Gallagher 2008, 2011, Somers 2002, Henry 2000). Henry says for example that 

both: 

 

                                                 
4
 There can be advantaged in using either individual interviews or group interviews, but my focus here is on  

   group interviews. 
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…require a sensitive and self-reflexive response to the environment, a 

willingness to improvise and to take risks employing multiple roles 

and changing settings. This is like the wide variety of linguistic tools 

of qualitative analysis. Both draw on tacit knowledge involving affect 

and intuition. Both draw on personal and social realities… Both 

employ linguistic figures like metaphors and symbols to structure and 

communicate meaning… Both involve ways of knowing which 

people use in their everyday lives: existential knowledge.  

                                                                               (Henry 2000, p. 51) 

 

Reflexivity means in research, among other things
5
, to be conscious of what is happening with 

the researcher himself, with the informants and in the interaction between researchers and 

informants. In interview situations described above, reflection is done both individually and 

collectively, on both the theme and about the interaction. Also in a drama process, there is 

reflection on different levels, both individually and in communication between participants 

(Neelands 2006, Sternudd 2000). Reflection is done in action when the individual reflects 

upon meaning of her action. Dramatization is an action that simultaneously goes on here and 

now and as fictive action. This implies possibilities for reflection in action here and now as 

well as reflection in role and about role. "Awareness of the self and about the role leads to a 

double consciousness ..." which can be used for "reflection about events, processes and 

different reflections of reality" (Sternudd 2000, p. 35, my translation). Reflection can also be 

as a review of dramatization and its content, reflection on action. This may be to stop acting 

and reflect on what is happening, which Schön (1991) describes as 'stop and think'. Stop and 

think means, for example, to step out of action and reflect on what happened and what may be 

next step in action. Reflection on action can also be reflection afterwards in order to evaluate 

experiences in drama and create greater awareness and understanding about these experiences 

 

In a drama process three different parts interact in the creation of meaning; 

introduction/preparation, acting in role and reflection (Sternudd, 2000). These parts are also 

part of a qualitative research process. Somers (2002) highlights a number of additional 

components involved in both cases: The goal is not a given truth. There is an awareness that 

knowledge is both tacit (not articulated) and expressed. A particular topic (question, theme) 

which is explored. Inquiry is realized in action and inquiry is thus an activity including 

thoughts, body and emotions. 

 

Drama implies an aesthetic dimension, which may lead to "knowledge in new ways and new 

knowledge" (Gallagher 2011, p 327). Drama includes symbol-creation regarding time, place, 

role and action. Different meaning signs are used simultaneously, which means that 

interaction and communication process is multimodal (Østern, 2011). The senses mediate our 

consciousness and thereby, through the consciousness, we can get access to worlds beyond 

our own. We both make meaning and gain access to others' meaning through different 

representation forms. In translation of content and expression to other signs or representations 

there is a change of meaning that enables a deeper or changed understanding. Different forms 

of representation may stimulate the formulation of different concepts (Eisner 1996, p. 44). 

                                                 
5
 Reflexivity can also be tied to the societal /political concerns, for example. An awareness of the structures  

  within which the interview and/or the drama is taking place is fundamental for understanding of what happens  

  in the situation. In order to keep the focus, this will not be discussed here. 
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The use of symbols, multimodal communication and translation to other representation forms 

may imply that the use of drama can provide a qualitative dimension in a research process.  

 

That drama can add dimensionality to research does not mean that it is possible to equate the 

areas. I mean that there are differences between drama making and research, even if the limit 

not is not sharp or impossible to exceed. The boundary may be seamless (Gallagher, 2011) 

but not intermixed in a confusing way. It may be seamless on a general level and this may 

among other things, involve a questioning of the traditional dichotomy of affect and cognition 

(Bresler, 2006). But in the particular cases is it necessary to clearly distinguish which is which 

and that for participants in a study as well as for readers of research findings. Drama is focus 

on process rather than product. There is purpose, focus and direction but during the process 

can there be re-negotiations and focus may be changed by decision from participants together 

Research is about structured search for new knowledge that has as requirement to be reported 

to other people. It is a systematic investigation of a clearly defined problem (Bresler, 2011). 

The research question can be reviewed and modified by the researcher. Pariser (2009) says 

that science is constrained while art can gain credibility by straying into fraud areas etc. In 

summary, there are differences but no contradiction between drama and research.  

 

Drama based research method 

Drama-based research (DBR) can be defined as ”a way of knowing, with a focus on embodied 

inquiry and communication (Bresler 2011, s. 322).  Bresler highlights some characteristics for 

drama-based research as for example that the body forms and informs data collecting and that 

it is a generative vocabulary for conceptualizing and understanding of actions. Empathic 

understanding of ‘the other’ can take place in an aesthetical, cognitive and emotional space.
6
 

 

An example of this has been carried out and described by Gallagher (2008, 2011). She says 

that the creation of a context together with the participants may open up new possibilities for 

understanding and interpretation. She describes a research project in which transcripts of 

interviews was reframed in that participating youths through improvised drama explored what 

might be found in the material and which she calls 'participatory research'. Both researchers 

and youths took part in improvised drama that led to shared experiences and shared 

vocabulary. This meant an increased engagement from the youths. It implied a space where 

participant was “… able to more freely experiment with alternate strategies and perspectives 

in testing the validity of their own theories and insights about the world” Gallagher 2011, p. 

328). The common reference point led to a shift in power relation. Subsequent interview 

could refer to the shared experience in drama, which led to a conversation together more than 

an interviewer-informant situation. Interview questions did not follow a pre-specified order 

but were asked when they were relevant in the conversation, “when a situation or event 

warranted further discussion” (Gallagher 2008, p. 75). 

 

I will in my study use drama-based research method as an integral part in group interviews 

and not only use DBR. The reason is that I plan to use various methods of data collection, 

methodological triangulation
7
. How this will be staged in concrete interview situations 

                                                 
6
 There are more approaches to drama based research method, but I only mention aspects that are  

  directly related to the content here.  
7
 In addition to group interviews, but referring to other educational situations, I will use other methods for data  

  collecting. 
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depends on what experiences participating youths have of drama and on their consent. In 

order to illustrate how I plan to realize it, I will here describe a hypothetical scenario; 

 

The prerequisite is that it is a pilot study with purpose to explore this way to collect data. 

Target group is a group of young people who have participated together in drama education. 

Focus is on issues about learning in various ways. I have not met the group during their drama 

education, but we met when I informed about this pilot study. We begin with an introduction 

where contract for the meeting is set up together and where we present ourselves to each 

other, through words and some drama method. Participants, in small groups, create a ‘photo’ 

(tableau) or short dramatization of situation or experiences that they want to highlight from 

drama education. It can for example be about something particularly challenging, something 

that has raised special interest or something that has been representative for the drama 

education more generally. The purpose of it all is to allow participants to evoke memories of 

concrete experiences they have from drama education, give these memories embodied form 

and use them as a starting point for reflection together. This common reflection can take place 

as conversation and as dynamic changes of the ‘photos’ (in form of speech bubbles or 

dialogues etc). Improvised drama or other drama techniques may be used depending on what 

the group and I together consider useful. A possible following step may be that participants in 

groups made a montage of words and images to illustrate similarities and / or differences 

between participants' thoughts and experiences. These montages form the basis for a 

subsequent conversation all together. The final part is a common reflection about what we had 

caught sight of during this meeting. Interviewing will hopefully be more as conversation 

together than an interviewer-informant situation. Interview questions will not follow a pre-

specified order but will be asked when they are relevant in the conversation. This idea about 

asking interview questions has been inspired by Gallagher (2008, 2011).   

  

As mentioned earlier about group interviews the researcher's role may shift during the 

process. Here I do not discuss role of researcher and ethical aspects concerning this since I 

described a hypothetical situation and these issues will be connected to the real situations 

where my investigation is carried out. However, I will now mention some other ethical issues 

to consider. 

      

Possibilities and implications 

Drama as well as research involves a double awareness of internal and external events. This 

presupposes reflection, as well reflection in action as on action. Both drama teachers and 

researchers need to be reflective practitioners (Henry, 2000). Reflection is necessary for a 

deepened awareness and involves an ethical dimension of teaching, about which 

consequences different arrangements and implementations can have for participants, Neelands 

says 82006). I mean that this is of equal importance for research. 

 

What I have highlighted concerning interview and drama indicates that the use of drama in a 

group interview may include different kinds of reflection for both participants and 

researchers, and that reflection together in action and words may include new 

understanding for all involved. It is a central ethical aspect that all participants feel 

comfortable in the interview situation. A prerequisite is of course that researcher establish 

trust with the participants. As mentioned earlier, there is in all research interviews   

a power imbalance and in interviews with children and young people, this is particularly 

obvious. That the researcher in addition to this is the only one with experiences of the drama 
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methods used, would result in that this imbalance of power is being enhanced. For this not to 

happen, I think it is important that participants already have personal experiences of drama 

and that chosen drama methods not are something completely new. I agree with Gallagher 

(2011) that creation of a fictional world together with youths can imply a possibility to create 

knowledge together. But I mean that this requires that drama is nothing new for the 

participants and that before data collection begins, a relationship of trust has already been 

established. This is an important ethical aspect.  

 

Doing research always involves some form of influence. Respect for participants therefore 

requires a sensibility for participants' well-being, dignity and integrity. The researcher must 

remain open for dilemmas, ambiguities and conflicts that arise during the process (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009). The researcher's ethical capacity also involves a wise balancing between 

care for participants and the research requirement of documentation and reporting. The 

research process can be a co-creative process that led to new understanding for both 

researchers and participants, but the researcher also has intention to collect data. Demarcation 

of what constitutes data, transparency about and openness about what is documented and how 

it is done, is essential. Group interviews may imply that group interaction led to a chaotic 

material to transcribe and to analyze (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). The use of drama as a part 

of data collecting may lead to an even more complex material to analyze and describe. The 

data processing includes finding ways to translate expression and complexity and essence of 

the creative process, to research report (Østern, 2007). An ethical aspect then becomes how 

participants’ views and actions can be fairly described in the report. Who does the translation, 

the participants, the researcher or both together? It is an ethical balancing act between 

different considerations, which requires an in-depth review that I cannot provide space for 

here. 

 

Here I have touched some issues concerning possibilities to use drama-based research method 

as an integral part in group-interviews and I have mentioned some aspects to consider. 

Although I have not captured the fully complexity of what it could mean or what drama 

making can be, it indicates a possible way for investigation of how variations in ways of 

learning in and through drama can be understood.  

 

 

 

 
                                                             Figure 2  Questions and comments 

 

 

The next step is to explore it together with young people. 

 

 

 

? 
To be translated into real action, 

as tableaux, dramatizations, 
conversation!! 
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