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Abstract 
This paper attempts at bringing out the participation of children in the Theatre 
for Development process. Children have formed an integral part of the society 
and whatever affects their environment also affects them. Many developers 
attempt to bring development in their communities. This paper looks at 
children’s participation in Theatre for Development process at different stages 
as compare to the participation of adults in the same process. The paper 
concludes that children are excluded in the full participation of Theatre for 
Development process. As adults dominate the process thinking that children are 
less knowledgeable therefore are incapable of handling development issues. 
The paper therefore recommends that for genuine development to take place 
through Theatre for Development process, both adults and children must jointly 
participate in their development process 

 
 
A child in our discussion by definition is derived in the UN convention on the 

right of the child (1998) as “human beings under 18 years of age. However, the 
emphasis here covers to those children under age blanket 5-17 years.  
Children have been denied active participation on issues that affect them in Theatre for 
Development process. Most times adults believe that children have less to offer in 
Theatre for Developmental process as they are considered less informed on challenges 
that confront them and their environment.  

Theatre for Development is an aspect of theatre that is aimed at stimulating a 
process of community problem by bringing community members together, building 
community cohesiveness, raising important issues as identified by them and thereafter 
creating a forum for discussion of those problems. Ross Kidd defines Theatre for 
Development as “a means of expression which has traditionally been used to educate the 
people, unify the community and articulate problems and aspirations of the people” 
(265). Similarly, Abah Stave defines Theater for Development as; 
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Incident and functional theatre practice that is participatory in approach. It seeks 
awareness to the people through education and entertainment, as it employs people’s 
artistic to achieving change. Because it is people oriented, it uses the people as the 
protagonists generating the themes and infusing the drama with conflicts from their daily 
lives (5). 

Drawing from the afore definitions therefore, it is worthy to observed that 
Theatre for Development process is built on an educational approach and means of 
communication which is already familiar or accepted by the community. The familiar 
communication modes include drama, songs, dances, puppetries and so on which are 
performed using the language best understood by the people.  Tar Ahura and 
IortiomMude further explain what Theatre for Development process means as thus: 
“Theatre for Development brings to limelight the fact that development planning should 
not be done in a vacuum. It should always seek to open up a dialogue with the 
beneficiaries of development projects” (2). 
Ahura and Mude also agree with the fact that Theatre for Development process must 
encourage community members to develop new critical ways of looking at their 
problems so that they can learn to work out new strategies towards solving such 
problems. To achieve Theatre for Development goals, participatory approach becomes 
enviable by all members of the community including children. Since Theatre for 
Development involve participation, it is pertinent that there should be a brief discussion 
on what participation is all about in order to relate it to Theatre for Development 
process.  
 
Participation 

Participation derives its meaning from various operational ideological 
perspectives. This paper therefore looks at Burkey definition of participation which 
states that; 
Participation is a process in which the poor themselves become more aware of their own 
situation, of the socio-economic reality around them, of their real problems, the causes 
of these problems and what measures they themselves can take to begin changing their 
situation. This process of awakening, rising of levels of consciousness or concretization 
constitutes a process of self-transformation through which people grow and mature as 
human beings. In this sense participation is a basic human need (57).   

Similarly, Tar Ahura explains the concept of participation relating to Theatre for 
Development that: 
Participatory theatre emphasizes mass mobilization of community members so that they 
come together to achieve participation in the theatre for the purpose of up grading 
themselves intellectually and materially so that they can come to a thorough 
understanding of themselves and their environment. This participation helps them to 
master their environment which mastery leads to an understanding of the structures of 
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their society. By this understanding, they as a group come to full knowledge of the 
structures that are injurious to them and those that enhance their prestige as human 
beings. They therefore, prepare themselves to control their destiny by seeking to change 
the existing situation (55). 

 The definition of participation by both scholars inform the importance of 
participation of community members for their development process. However, the 
participation in Theatre for Development process gave more emphasis on adult group 
participation. In Nigeria, Theatre for Development process negates children’s 
participation and children are also important human resources in their communities. 
Children’s participation in any development process is very essential since they are also 
members of their community. The UN convention on the right of the child says that: 
Children have the right to freedom of expression and access to information. However, 
children having access to information does not mean that they should become passive 
consumers butrather active participates in issues that affect them. participatory 
approaches that promote the inclusion of input from children in the development process 
are important ways to recognize children’s views and should be used (6).  

Children are the future of all nations therefore their identity and development 
should not be taken for granted. The New Partnership for African Development 
(NEPAD) report in agreement with UN Convention view on the importance of 
children’s participation in development as it states that: 
It is ironic that children have been largely forgotten in this new partnership for Africa 
given that they are major contributors to the economy of the society and major 
stakeholders of its future. Today one in ten African children aged 5-14 are economically 
active, yet make less than a dollar a day. More children are heading households than 
ever before due to AIDS and conflicts. Children under 15 years have taken up arms in 
ten African countries. Children trafficking, displacement and hazardous work lays 
beneath many of the continents agents. Surely if children can fight wars, smuggle 
diamond, earn an income and care for dying parents, they deserve a say in what plans 
are developed for their continents future. Indeed, it is their right to actively participate 
and to be heard (3). 

Children of this scientific age confront their challenges that are peculiar to their 
world. So an adult who was a child some many years back cannot have the same 
experience of the today child’s world. For this scientific age can be complex for today’s 
adults. Similarly, Save the Children gave a report to further encourage active 
participation of children in development process as thus: 
Children and young people are members of the society. Their participation increases 
their visibility in society and gains their experience, enhancing their contributions as 
active citizens. Boys and girls through active participation in government policies and 
programmescan gain an understanding and feeling for democracy. Their participation 
results in a more participatory and inclusive society, bound for sustainable development 
(14). 
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Those positions show that there can only be a genuine participation when 
children are given the opportunity to participate in solving their problems and that of 
their community. There is a general realization and world organizations, researchers and 
community developers understand the importance of children’s participation in 
development process. That is why McIvorc argue that Theatre for Development is a 
useful tool for advocating for children’s rights to participate in decisions that concern 
them. Other scholars such as Salami (1999), Pretty (1995) and Ebewo (2001) also 
consider Theatre for Development as a process that gives room if well employed for the 
voiceless and the marginalized ones such as children. On the contrary, Turkie and 
McKenhey point out that: 
The relatively young age range of children does provide challenges. However, they 
development should source for imaginative and creative approaches to promote children 
participation while taking account of their age and development stages (23). 

They further suggest that today’s adults can assist children by sharing their 
opinions. Working with children can provide adults the opportunity to learn new things 
form them. This in turn can change the perceptions on how children should be treated in 
the society. The participation of children in development process can encourage the 
growth of children into successful people who can be able to make assessments based on 
critical reasoning. 
 
Children’s Participation in Theatre for Development Process  

Children are also integral part of the community and the problems identified in 
their community also affect them. They are further affected by the solutions taken by 
adults on their behalf. Adults are allowed to feature in the process more than children 
thinking that children are incapable of solving community problems. Exclusion of 
children in whatever intervention on any Theatre for Development project is a great set 
back as the project will miss the richness and innovative experiences that these children 
may have for the development of their communities. It is worth noting that children are 
sometimes allowed to participate in some parts of Theatre for Development process that 
adults think are not essential. For instance,  

Children sometimes force themselves into Theatre for Development process to 
participate in areas such as community research as guides that direct Theatre for 
Development team to different locations. This process involve meeting with community 
members to collect data about community problems. Children sometimes assist in 
guiding Theatre for Development team to places where community members are on the 
farms, business centres, at homes and other places to illicit information. In some cases, 
adults who are to provide information for data collections are shy, suspicious and 
sometimes unwilling to provide information while children are always available, excited 
and willing to offer authentic information to the team.  
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Children are also much in numbers as members of the audience in Theatre for 
Development process. Most of these children usually arrives the venue of the 
performance early before the beginning of the performance. During the performances 
too, children cheer the performance as they echo popular songs used by the performer’s 
thereby adding colour to the performance with their claps and dances. The performance 
is aimed at providing possible alternative actions and the discussions try to highlight the 
implications for each problem and children are not given opportunity to air out their 
views or opinions. 

Some of the parts of Theatre for Development process that excludes children in 
participation are scenario building to form a storyline that has to reflect the reality of the 
data collected. Children are not involved in both the scenario building and rehearsal of 
the story formed. It is also noted that in the performance and post-performance processes 
children are not allowed to participate fully. 

Immediately after the actual performance community members at representative 
level make decisions on how to solve the identified problem at post-performance 
process, there is a serious dialogue among community members who are out of the 
performance mood to face the reality of their problems. However, at such moments 
children are not involved in the participation of decision making. Adults think that 
children have nothing to offer and as such should be excluded. In order to sustain the 
project for future use, it is better to involve children who are going to be the 
beneficiaries and are likely to carry on the tradition. Radda Barnen maintains that 
allowing children to participate in Theatre for Development process can enhance their 
development in the following ways: 

It teaches civil responsibility and democratic principles and allows children to 
understand their ability to make change within their society. 
It is cost-effective because results has been shown that policies and activities for 
children designed by adults without taking children’s views into account, frequently fail 
because they are irrelevant, alterative or even harmful for children. 
It builds children’s confidence and self-esteem, children who are given the chance to 
speak became more confident and as a result they are more responsible citizens now and 
in their future adult lives.  
It avoids discrimination. Children are always discriminated but they most times have 
creative ideas on how to tackle problem. So when they are given the opportunity to 
participation in community problems then the discrimination cease.  
It is children’s right. The UN convention on rights of the child and the African charter 
on the rights and welfare of the child both underline the children’s participation is a key 
pillar and right for all children (Rodda 2008). 

Grace Mukasa also observes the important or relevance of children’s 
participation in Theatre for Development projects in Uganda as she says that: “Involving 
children in the analysis of Theatre for Development results gave a more legitimate and 
meaningful structure to the key issues and experiences emphasized” (4). 
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The observation by Mukasa helps to illustrate a glimpse that children have so 
much to offer in the analysis of Theatre for Development process thereby bringing 
improvement in the condition of their community. Judith Renew further agrees with 
Makusa that, “children are capable, resourceful people whose individual histories, 
feelings and opinions must be respected. It follows that Theatre for Development project 
must consider always as working with children by encouraging and facilitating their 
fullest possible participation (4). 
Theatre for Development is all about participation but it should not cut off some 
significant numbers of the community which is children from participation. This is 
because Theatre for Development unveils the community about the problems they are 
facing through participation.  

It is worthy to note that, there are numerous benefits for children participation in 
the Theatre for Development process. It is therefore necessary to use Theatre for 
Development process to plant seed of development through the participation of children 
to enhance genuine development in the society. This is to say that for Theatre for 
Development practitioners most involve children in its participation so that they will 
keep it alive in the future.  
 
Conclusion and Recommendation  

This paper concludes that children’s participation is not only about what 
children do during the Theatre for Development process such as singing, dancing, 
clapping and directing the team members on where to meet adults for discussion. Since 
Theatre for Development emphasizes the process over the finishing of the drama, it is 
not proper for children not to be part of other vital processes such as analysis of data, 
scenario creation, performance post-performance and follow-up and evaluation. Genuine 
participation of children in the process of Theatre for Development will mean involving 
the children at all the stages of the process. Some of the following recommendations 
stated below are vital for children’s participation in Theatre for Development process. 

Participatory approaches that promote children inputs should be employed for 
maximum participation of all children. Such Theatre for Development approach should 
allow children with disabilities and non-literate to full participate at all the process.  
Children should be consulted during Theatre for Development process to understand 
their views and problems so that whatever decision taken most be of benefits to them. 
This is because what an adult understand, yester years may not be the same with today’s 
world. With children’s participation, they can express their fears, aspirations, and other 
issues that concern them. 

Children’s participation becomes necessary for the sustainability of community 
action. Children should therefore be involved at all levels of Theatre for Development 
process by purposely doing a plan for children’s participation in the project. This will in 
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turn means recruitment and training children to be future Theatre for Development 
practitioners. 
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