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Scaffold

"a system of raised frameworks" 

• /ˈskæfəld; -fəʊld/ 
o noun

1. a temporary metal or wooden framework that is used to 

support workmen and materials during the erection, repair, 
etc., of a building or other construction 

2. a raised wooden platform on which plays are performed, 
tobacco, etc., is dried, or (esp. formerly) criminals are 
executed 

o verb (transitive) 
3. to provide with a scaffold 
4. to support by means of a scaffold 
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Framework

• /ˈfreɪmˌwɜːk/ 
o noun 

1. a skeletal structure designed to support or enclose 
something 

2. a frame or structure composed of parts fitted and joined

together 
3. work done in, on, or with a frame 

4. a structural plan or basis of a project 

I have heard many people say "Give me the ideas. It is no 

matter what words you put them into . . ." These people know 

enough of artifice but nothing of art. Ideas cannot be given but 

in their minutely appropriate words. (Blake, 1982, p. 576)
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Introduction

Scaffolding was born out of a keen interest in 
how language works – how both the form and 
content of the text work together and in 
opposition to create meaning. And while already-
created scripts are most commonly the texts-of-
choice for actors and directors, there's a vast 
body of words, words, words out there just 
begging to be made into performances, events, 
happenings, pop-ups, readings, whatever. When 
theatre people ask, "where are all the new 
plays?" – well, look around. On the shelves, yes, 
but also everywhere else.

Scaffolding is a way of working with 
unconventional texts -- primary and secondary 
source documents of all kinds -- that draws on 
techniques, skills, and perspectives from not only 
what would be considered traditional theatre 
practices but also from the visual arts (collage 
and assemblage) and qualitative research 
methods (phenomenology, heuristics, and case 
study).

At times, Scaffolding looks like adaptation; at 
others, a method of devising. It's really just one 
approach, one way in to discovering (through 
iterative questioning), constructing (through the 
creative process), and embodying (through 
performance) themes and meanings in textual 
data. Poems, narratives, histories, interviews, 
diaries, blogs, public records, newspapers, 
surveys -- whatever has been written and said 
about what it's like to be human. The essential 

nature of the "lived experience" of being human.

This Casebook is an evolving document in the 
same way that Scaffolding is an evolving practice. 
What is it, what's its "provenance" and 
influences, how did it come about, what's it good 
for, who might use it, and of course – how to use 
it? How to borrow bits and pieces from the 
Scaffolding tool bag to solve knotty playmaking 
problems?
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Scaffolding
blends the aesthetic 

muscularity and 
technical discipline of 
classical theatre with 
the intellectual and 

imaginative freedom of 
an emerging art form.
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An Inquiry Process

• Research (gather, collect, find, identify, 
source, discover, reveal)

• Select (choose, pick, decide, single out, cull, 
prefer, distinguish, judge)

• Organize (categorize, classify, thematize, 
arrange, manage)

• Associate (put together, rearrange, relate, 
set next to each other, juxtapose, join, 
mingle)

• Combine (merge, absorb, collage, 
decollage, blend, integrate, mix)

• Transform (change, remodel, reconstruct, 
translate, metamorphose)
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Scaffolding is an inquiry process that 
starts with curiosity.

What do you want to know more about?
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An Inquiry Process

The qualitative lens

As a counterweight to the cause-and-effect thinking 
of quantitative methods, seeking understanding of 
the multiple meanings of a phenomenon through 
experiential accounts is the foundation of 
qualitative processes.

Qualitative research investigates the "qualities" – the "what kinds" – of 

human experiences as expressed by and described in languaged and 

non-languaged texts.

Rather than counting the number of people having 
certain experiences – although that's not off-limits 
in Scaffolding! – or comparing and relating features 
of those experiences to discover why something 
came about, qualitative methods and procedures 
"provide evidence for the experience" (emphasis 
added, Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 138).

More specifically, qualitative research notices the 
particulars of an experience, makes them visible, 
makes them conspicuous.
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When you make a discovery, when you get to where 
things are popping together with the text, with the script 
itself, you have to go back to the words. It's not, "I'm 
feeling this so I'm going to add a howl or a line or 
whatever," but it's what can be found in the text. You 
have to have a key that guides your choices. Some 
evidence. Some authentic evidence. – Actor
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Scaffolding strategies are borrowed from two qualitative traditions, 
phenomenology and heuristics, with structural components drawn from case 

study methodologies. Although single-perspective proponents might object to 
my selective use of closely held and valued assumptions, each approach opens 
a unique window on an experience not otherwise available. This work is: 

• Phenomenological, in that it focuses on distilling lived experiences, 
revealing and describing underlying themes, structures, and meanings.

• Heuristic, in that it integrates the accounts and reflections of the people 
having the most concentrated and intense forms of an experience, along 
with those of the artist-scholar. The task of the artist is to "widely and 
deeply explore the phenomenon . . .  [through] . . . self-dialogues, stories, 
poems, artwork, journals and diaries, and other personal documents that 
depict the experience" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 18).

• A case study, in that it is situated within a "bounded system" (Creswell, 
1998, p. 63), explicated using nested cases in which the experience has 
been manifested.
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An Inquiry Process

Other ways of knowing

Although Scaffolding strategies and activities can be 
used as learning experiences in a classroom or rehearsal 
hall, they are first and foremost tasks and tools that lead 

to a performative event. They can inform the processing 
of texts or artifacts and settings that are "read" as texts, 
but will remain merely interesting demonstrations of 
technique unless linked with making a play.
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Modeling the lived experience

Phenomenology

Essential Nature and Meaning

Based in the philosophy of Edmund Husserl (1859-
1938), phenomenology aims to elicit distinctive 
features of human experience, capturing and depicting 
underlying structures and the meanings associated 
with those structures.

Since Husserl and his followers first elucidated the basic concepts of phenomenological 
philosophy – such as its focus on the "appearance of things" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58), its 
concern with multiple views of a single phenomenon, its assertion that "the data of 

experience . . . are regarded as the primary evidences of scientific investigation" (p. 59), 
and its diligent application of creative reflection – several interrelated research paradigms 
have emerged. Examples include transcendental phenomenology, existential 
phenomenology, hermeneutic phenomenology, and, noteworthy for this study, psychological 
phenomenology.

The Duquesne School: Giorgi and Colleagues

Publishing four volumes of studies between 1971 and 1983, Amedeo Giorgi and his 
colleagues at Pennsylvania's Duquesne University defined two levels of psychological 
phenomenology: "[On] Level I, the original data is comprised of naïve descriptions obtained 
through open-ended questions and dialogue. On Level II, the researcher describes the 
structures of the experience based on reflective analysis and interpretation of the research 
participant's account" (Moustakas, 1994, p. 13).

The approach advocated by the Duquesne School was initially a descriptive psychology, with 
its adherents only later recognizing that "the primary issue [becomes] what one does after 

the descriptions are obtained" (Giorgi, 1985a, p.3).

Giorgi's post-data-gathering analytical strategies consist of four steps:
1. The researcher reads and re-reads the descriptive texts to get a sense of the whole;
2. The researcher discriminates "meaning units within a psychological perspective and 

with a focus on the phenomenon being researched" (Giorgi, 1985b, p. 10); 
3. The researcher reviews all the meaning units to further extract/express insights; and 
4. The researcher puts together a statement of the structure of the experience by 

synthesizing the "transformed meaning units" (p. 10).

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Phenomenon
Events as they are 

perceived, either through 
the senses or the mind 

(thinking or feeling)
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Moustakas

The phenomenological model proposed by 
Moustakas (1994) draws on Husserl's work 
by incorporating the concept and practice 
of the Epoche. Epoche is a rigorous period 
of self-reflection that compels the 
researcher to "bracket" or set aside 
preconceptions and biases. The result is a 
presence that is fully open and receptive, 
a kind of pure consciousness. Epoche is a 
deeply personal process, one that 
Moustakas suggested is crucial not only as 
"preparation for deriving new knowledge 
but also as an experience in itself" (p. 85).
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Modeling the lived experience

Phenomenology

Through phenomenology . . . 
one learns to see naively and 

freshly again, to value 
conscious experience, to 

respect the evidence of one's 
senses, and to move toward 
an intersubjective knowing 

of things, people, and 
everyday experiences.

(Moustakas, 1994. p. 94)

Data corpus

Story, throughline, 

arc, plot

Playmaking

Polkinghorne

Donald Polkinghorne (1989) provided perhaps the most useful advice, pointing out that 
whatever the methods used to obtain descriptive information or the procedures applied 
to interpret that information, study designs should suit the phenomenon under 
investigation rather than hewing to a precise procedural format. His is a succinct three-
step guide:

1. Gather a number of naive descriptions from people who are 
having or have had the experience under investigation.

2. Engage in a process of analyzing these descriptions so that 
the researcher comes to a grasp of the constituents or 
common elements that make the experience what it is.

3. Produce a [narrative] that gives an accurate, clear, and 
articulate description of an experience. The reader [the 
audience] . . . should come away with the feeling that "I 

understand better what it is like for someone to experience 

that." (p. 46)
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A profoundly personal question resides at the 
heart of heuristic inquiry: It is not suitable for 

casual interests or ancillary curiosities.

The question should be one that has puzzled and provoked the 
researcher for an extended period – it may even be the

defining question of a life work or worldview.
"Yet with virtually every question that matters 
personally there is also a social – and perhaps 
universal – significance" (p. 15). Thus, 
although autobiographical, heuristic research 
should resonate beyond a passionate 
individual commitment. It is self-aware, not 

self-indulgent.
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Getting inside the question

Heuristics

An heuristic process 
begins with the 

artist-scholar getting 
"inside the question" 

(p. 15), identifying
with the focus of 

inquiry.

Iterative self-dialogues follow, with 
repeated encounters with 
participants and other sources of 
information uncovering multiple 
meanings and extending one's 
understanding of the experience.

Then, "at the base of all heuristic 
discovery is the power of revelation in 
tacit knowing" (p. 20). Tacit knowledge 
allows a unified understanding of the 
whole to grow from a subliminal 
recognition of constituent parts. 

Intuition bridges tacit and explicit 
knowledge in such a way that the artist can 
discern underlying structures and systems. 

Then through indwelling one can 
deliberately and consciously turn inward to 

contemplate facets of the experience, 
extracting from them every "nuance, 
texture, fact, and meaning" (p. 24).

In the ongoing discipline of 
focusing, the researcher pauses 
to attend to ideas and revelations 
that lead to personal insights and 
clarify emerging themes.

Internal frames of reference are present in 
both the researcher and the participants 
throughout the heuristic process. "Only the 
experiencing persons – by looking at their 
own experiences in perceptions, thoughts, 
feelings, and sense – can validly provide 
portrayals of the experience" (p. 26).

Seen and unseen combine to 

form a complete experience.

Although still considered a form of phenomenology
(Patton, 2002), heuristics specifically calls upon and is 
informed by the researcher's personal experience.

"Unlike phenomenological studies in which the researcher need not have had the experience . . . 
the heuristic researcher has undergone the experience in a vital, intense, and full way" 
(Moustakas, 1990, p. 14). 
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In turn, these inquiry practices scaffold the phases of an artist's imaginative investigation 
and creative representation of a personally compelling experience or vision: Initial 

engagement, immersion, incubation, illumination, explication, and creative synthesis. 
(Parallels with creative process models are obvious; considering the generative nature of 
heuristic research, this should come as no surprise.)

There is an . . . 

• Initial engagement, in which the artist discovers she is attracted a story, topic, person, 
idea. She identifies deeply with her interest, cultivating passion through . . . 

• Immersion, in which she "lives the question" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 28) using increasingly 
detailed self-dialogues and re-searching.

The artist nurtures the creative process during a period of . . . 

• Incubation, in which she allows the growth of "a creative awareness of some dimension 
of a phenomenon or creative integration of its parts" (p. 29).

Immersion and incubation are punctuated by episodes of . . . 

• Illumination, in which the artist's tacit knowledge and intuition bring about a 
"breakthrough into conscious awareness of qualities and a clustering of qualities into 
themes inherent in the question" (p. 29).

"Truth in imaginary circumstances" is found and shaped through further . . . 

• Explication, in which the artist engages in indwelling and focusing to apprehend and 
articulate dominant themes and meanings.

An artwork emerges during . . . 

• Creative synthesis, in which the artist manifests her new knowledge and understanding 
through depictions in narrative, performance, visual, or other expressive mediums.
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Getting inside the question

Heuristics
identifying with 

the focus of inquiry

self-dialogues

tacit 

knowing

intuition

focusing

indwelling

internal frames of 

reference
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Managing constraints

Case study

Case study research is a form of 
qualitative research that is focused 
on providing a richly detailed account 
of one or more cases – an 
experience, idea, interest, question, 
person, or whatever you're 
investigating. The case itself sits 
within a "bounded system" 
(Creswell, 1998, p. 61), a set of self-
or other-imposed constraints that are 
necessary for both creative thinking 
and intuitive decision making.

By definition, artistic disciplines are 
practiced within carefully organized 
frameworks of domain- and project-

specific constraints. The work may 
appear to be free-wheeling self-
expression, but on the whole it exists 
within complex arrays of socially 
negotiated relationships, formal and 
informal business practices, cultural 
features of institutions or companies, 
and a host of other interdependent 
variables and limitations.

Constraints – whether in the form of 
aesthetic criteria, maker strategies, 
or knowledge bases – essentially act 
as funnels for inspiration, forcing 
divergent ideas to converge into 
choices that eventually form (or are 
made into) the creative product.
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Selection and 
maintenance of high 

variability through the 
use of constraints . . . 
[is] common in highly 
creative individuals.

(Stokes, 2001, p. 357)

Boundaries

In the theatre, the artmaking process 
is bound by rehearsal schedules and 
performance calendars; the 
individual imagination is bound by 
the demands of collaboration; 
creative teams are bound by 
workplace circumstances and 
presented textual and technical 
problems; and the entirety is bound 
by budgets, time, skills, context, and 
expectations. 

However, the artist-scholar feels 
these constraints nurture rather than 
suppress creative convergence, 
supporting the gradual distillation of 
many personal visions and processes 
into one vision and one process that 
guide and filter the artistic intuitions 
of all members of the production 
team (Tate, 2007).
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y It is up to the artist-scholar (individually or in concert with a 
creative team) to identify and determine not only the boundaries 

of the cases but also the rules of the world she's creating (Fuchs, 
2004). Rules comprise the logic, the practical rationale that guides 
sampling, collecting, selecting, and working with the data corpus 

(Creswell, 1998). 

• How much will she adapt or edit primary texts?

• Where will she find interstitial materials and texts? Will they 
come from primary or secondary sources, or will she write or 
improvise them?

• Are the primary texts inviolable?

• How will she balance exposition, enactment, embodiment, 
and other approaches to presenting personal stories (i.e., 
interviews, diaries, letters, etc.)? 

• Will she devise using a single narrative voice, composite 
characters, multiple distinct personas, or a mix of "true story" 
and imaginative reconstructions?

• In terms of the data corpus, what is "enough"?

• Will the production aesthetic draw on specific exemplars from 
the research or merely reflect some aspect or other, whether 
complementary or contradictory?
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Constraints aren't completely virtuous, although 
there are virtuous aspects to having constraints. 
Too many constraints and you've got paralysis. 
It's a continual dance with one's self. Just trying 
to dream the dream, trying to allow yourself to 
be free to be as imaginative as you can be given 
the resources at hand. – A Designer
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The Data Corpus

• Snippets – A sentence, words, a list, a phrase, a 
name, a salutation, a headline, a date, an image 
or sound. An anecdote, a joke, a cartoon.

• Fragments – A handful of sentences, a letter, a 
paragraph, an article from a newspaper, a group 
of images or video montage.

• Passages – A cluster of fragments (text, film, 
images, artifacts) assembled into a vignette, short 
story, or scene.

• Threads – A gathering of passages that tell one 
person's whole story, or relate a significant period 
or turning point in the war, or introduce a theme 
or sub-theme.

• Themes – Unifying ideas, structures, motifs, etc. 
that cut across the preponderance of the data; 
arcs of the project.
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The raw materials. A "body of data."

Words, images, artifacts, lists, records, 

memos, numbers, letters
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Dataturgy

Scaffolding

. . . is simply a way of building and working with 

a data corpus with the aim of creating a 
performance. A play. A performative event. A 
happening. An experience.

I call this a dataturgical process.

Dataturgy is not a method itself. It's more like a 
set of tools that can be wielded in any way that 
is useful. In any way that the user sees fit. The 
nature of one's inquiry, the force of one's 
interest will drive how the tools are managed 
and how decisions get made.

Don't be put off by the word "data." Data are 

just raw stuff that's waiting to be turned into 

information. Words, images, numbers, 

memories, feelings, stories, memos. Stuff.

Qualitative Data

Qualitative data are narrative data, largely in the 
form of words. These may be texts such as 
books, poems, diary entries, interviews, 
observational memos, quotations, and the like. 
They may also be things that "work" like texts, 
that can be "read" in some way – images and 
media, artworks and artifacts, environments and 
settings, even feelings and phenomena.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

-urgy: Greek -ourgia, akin to 
érgon = To work

E.g. metallurgy: The science of 
metals; their extraction from 
ores, purification and 
alloying, heat treatment, 
and working.

Dataturgy: The science of data; 
their extraction from activities, 

settings, and experiences; their 
scrubbing, analyzing, 
synthesizing, and working.

Dataturg: A person who works 
with data. A data worker.

Tasks and Frames

Drawing on qualitative research methods not only lends an organizing structure and 
conceptual frame to Scaffolding, but it also provides writers-creators-devisors with a number 
of tasks and frames not typically found in traditional playmaking/writing situations. 

In Scaffolding, building and working with the data corpus extends over three overlapping 
phases. It's an iterative process, with much circling back as meanings emerge and ideas flow.

1. Data collection

o Why, strategies, how

2. Data management

o What to do with all those data? 

3. Data analysis and synthesis

o Breaking stuff down and putting it back together

14



Data collection: Why

Why?

The purpose of qualitative data collection is to assemble information related to your 
interest, topic, story, idea. To build a data corpus.

What's a corpus?

A collection of written texts, especially the entire works of a particular author or a body 

of writing on a particular subject (Oxford Dictionaries).

What can be included in a corpus?

Whatever you want. Whatever works. You make up the rules and you decide.

• Oral histories and interviews

• Narrative descriptions of events, artifacts, artworks, settings, etc.

• Excerpts from written materials – poetry, fiction and nonfiction, diaries, news articles, 
social media, advertisements (cite! cite! cite!)

• Images and media such as video and audio recordings

• Vox pops – the voice of the people!

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD 15



Data collection: Strategies
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Michael Q. Patton* has long led the way in the 

establishment of generally accepted standards and 

protocols for conducting qualitative research.

Here, we've borrowed from his strategic themes for data collection and fieldwork 
(2002, pp. 40-41), modifying his perspective and language as a scientist for 
application by playmakers and devisors and artist-scholars.

Scaffolding is deep inquiry
• Detailed observations
• Resonant interviews with direct, personal, and accurate quotations
• Informed document review
• Conscientious examination of artifacts. 
• Persuasive and selective open-ended items. 

Personal experience and engagement
• We strive for an intimate, direct contact with the story. The artist-

scholar's personal experiences, feelings, and insights are valid and 
useful tools for understanding and interpreting  the data, choosing 
threads and themes, and developing the performance text and event.

Empathic neutrality and mindfulness
• We practice "vicarious understanding without judgment." We're telling the 

stories of real people. Examining and embodying their feelings, beliefs, 
experiences, joys, griefs, dreams, fears. Our goal is to communicate respect, 
awareness, and sensitivity while remaining impartial and unbiased.

Dynamic systems
• The "case" is always developing. It is unstable and contradictory, 

sometimes inconsistent, and typically unpredictable. Change is constant

so get used to it. Figure out how to get over your initial resistance to 
things not being what you thought they'd be.

16
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Data collection: How

• Observational fieldwork
o Multiple places, multiple times: Descriptions of people, settings, events, objects, 

contexts, processes, relationships, high/low points, celebrations, critical events, 
formal and informal interactions, routines, behaviors, conversations, official and 
unofficial places, etc. Rich, thick descriptions.

• Document review
o Paper goods: Fiction and nonfiction texts, scholarly publications, press clippings, 

letters and emails, public records and census data, formal and informal 
correspondence and memos, newsletters, journals, diaries, emails, social media, etc.

• Artifact review
o "Text-like": Artworks (literary and non-literary), production processes, historical 

objects and relics, photographs, videos, clothing and household items, buildings and 
work implements, etc.

• Short-answer questionnaire items, written or oral
o Open-ended questions or "free comment" spaces are often included with scaled 

items. What, how, and why: What happened, what was it like, how did you feel, 
what did you think, why did you, tell me about . . . ?

• Interviews, group discussions, focus groups, panels, TalkBacks, etc.
o Who knows the most? Who can give you the richest account of the experience or 

perspective you're exploring? Illustrative and illuminative.
o Open-ended, un- or semi-structured, conversational; in-person, phone, email. 
o Groups: Facilitated or self-directed, with or without supplemental media.
o Data can include everything from verbatim transcripts to composite portraits 

generated by the artists.
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The Basics of 

Collecting 

Qualitative Data

Oral

Interviews

Observations and 

Reviews

Written or Oral  

Questionnaires

• Un- or Semi-
structured 

• Group discussion 
(i.e., focus groups)

• Observational 
fieldwork

• Extant documents 
and artifacts

• Open-ended 
written or oral 
questionnaires
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Data management I
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For the penurious artist-scholar

• Excel and Word are sitting right on your computer. The first has embedded functions 
like pivot tables and filtering and sorting. The latter has comments and tracking.

• A program such as InfoRapid Search & Replace for advanced text retrieval.
o http://www.inforapid.de/html/searchreplace.htm

• A tool like OpenRefine for cleaning and "extending" your messy data corpus.
o http://openrefine.org/

• LimeSurvey is a platform that is not only full of useful features and secure but also 
affordable – you only pay for responses. Hosted or downloadable.
o https://www.limesurvey.org/

You can use cardboard boxes, recipe organizers, post-

its, index cards, tape, scissors, file folders, three-ring 

binders, lots of highlighters and post-its.

Or . . . why not go with technology?!

PLUS a few binders and notebooks and highlighters and glue sticks. Don't discount the 
efficacy of handwriting as a way to keep yourself close to your stories.  

• Get organized right from the beginning. Stay organized.
• Name and label everything.
• Keep backups.
• Archive early versions – you may need to rescue something you discarded.
• Optical Character Recognition is your friend. Buy or borrow a scanner.
• Find a good web-based transcription service. We like Rev https://www.rev.com/

Working with images: FastStone Image Viewer

View, edit, correct, re-size, special effects, re-color, masks . . .
http://www.faststone.org/FSViewerDetail.htm

Working with PDFs: PDFill PDF Editor 11

An alternative to Adobe Acrobat in a suite of three applications – FREE PDF 
Tools and FREE PDF and Image Writer – plus an eval copy of PDFillPDF Editor 
http://www.pdfill.com/download.html

18



Data management II
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Learn more about CAQDAS
• Online QDA, University of Huddersfield, UK

o http://onlineqda.hud.ac.uk/index.php
• CAQDAS Networking Project, University of Surrey

o http://www.surrey.ac.uk/sociology/research/researchcentres/caqdas/
• Forum: Qualitative Social Research

o http://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/index
• Qualitative Data Analysis Program (QDAP) 

o http://www.umass.edu/qdap/index.html

There are also dedicated software packages for managing and analyzing 

qualitative data – Computer Assisted/Aided Qualitative Data Analyses Software, 

known as CAQDAS.

• Some are free and open source, some very expensive and proprietary. Most 
have hefty learning curves and were designed for scientific research.

• Examples: NVivo, ATLAS.ti, HyperRESEARCH, QDA Miner, and Dedoose. 

Free and/or open source
• Coding Analysis Toolkit (CAT)

o http://cat.texifter.com/
• QDA Miner Lite

o https://provalisresearch.com/products/qualitative-data-analysis-software
• Weft QDA

o http://www.pressure.to/qda/
• RQDA (R package)

o http://rqda.r-forge.r-project.org/

Lists and reviews
• Social Science Software

o http://www.sosciso.de/en/software/datenanalyse/qualitativ/
• Wikipedia

o https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Computer-assisted_qualitative_data_analysis_software
• ReStore

o http://www.restore.ac.uk/lboro/research/software/caqdas_comparison.php
• CAQDAS Networking Project

o http://www.surrey.ac.uk/sociology/research/researchcentres/caqdas/resources/links/
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Data analysis & synthesis

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Qualitative data require form 
and content analyses of 
narratives, documents, and 
artifacts.

• Form: What the texts are like. 
Types of words. Stress 
patterns. Rhythms. Aesthetic 
perceptions and affect. 
Prosody and poetic 
techniques. Layouts. Shapes, 
colors, textures.

• Content: What the texts 
mean. Definitions. 
Inferences. Implications. 
Interpretations. Explanations.

Why?
The purpose of analysis and synthesis of the data 
corpus is to first, coax patterns, themes, and 
throughlines to the surface – learning what the 
work is about – and then to link those to specific 
textual data.

Some themes precede data collection
• Based on what drew you to the story in the 

first place
• Based on discoveries made during the data 

collection and management phases
• Based on deep reading, immersion, the 

literature and theory, etc.

Others emerge from the data itself
• Unexpected observations, new insights
• Phrases and images from the corpus

Data analysis is the core stage of research efforts in 
phenomenological psychology.  . . . The researcher must 
glean from the examples an accurate essential description 
of their contents and the particular structural relationship 
that coheres the elements into a unified experience. 
(Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 51)

Practitioners of both phenomenology and heuristics have offered numerous 
suggestions for interpreting and synthesizing collections of languaged texts that 
depict features of an experience (including but not limited to Creswell, 1998; 
Douglass & Moustakas, 1985; Giorgi, 1985a, 1985b; Moustakas, 1990, 1994; 
Patton, 2002; Polkinghorne, 1989; and van Kaam, 1966). Emphasized throughout 
is the iterative nature of the processes involved. The researcher is called upon to 
return repeatedly to the source materials to fully apprehend, distill, transform, 
and finally evolve meaningful structures that describe essential themes. 
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• Unique Case Orientation
o Analysis begins with the true story of a unique case.
o Unique cases can then be nested, layered, and mapped.

• Inductive Analysis and Creative Synthesis
o Iterative immersion and imaginative reflection lead to 

understanding of emergent patterns and themes.
o Select and synthesize themes into a story of the case – a 

narrative of the lived experience.

• Holistic Perspective
o The phenomenon, person, topic, perspective, story, etc. being studied cannot be 

reduced to discrete parts: It is an interdependent, complex system. One goal is to 
understand the whole.

• Context Sensitivity
o Findings are useful and meaningful in context: Social, historical, temporal.
o "Naturalistic inquiry preserves natural context" (p. 62).

• Voice, Perspective, Reflexivity
o The reflective artist–scholar is responsible for and critical of his or her own "voice."

o The reflective researcher interrogates, evaluates, and challenges personal biases, 
perspectives, assumptions, politics, etc.

Data analysis & synthesis

Michael Q. Patton: Strategies
(Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods, 3rd ed., 2002, pp. 40-41)

A well-conceived strategy, by providing overall 
direction, provides a framework for decision making 

and action. It permits seemingly isolated tasks and 
activities to fit together, integrating separate efforts 
toward a common purpose. (p. 39)
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Data analysis & synthesis

• Organize the data corpus

• Explore and code the data
o Identify text segments – ask "what is this/are these person/people saying?"
o Bracket/circle/underline/highlight/whatever segments

o Assign code word(s), phrase(s) to the segments

• Collapse codes into clusters to reduce redundancy

• Sort and organize clusters, develop descriptions and derive/define themes

o Collapse clusters into themes

Get started

• Everyone takes a paragraph, a thought group, a page, a chapter. 
Read through the data corpus. 
o Obtain a general sense of the data by doing a preliminary 

exploration – reading through the text as many times as you need to 
familiarize yourself with the data.

• Memo thoughts/ideas. Think about how the data might be 
organized and/or presented. Share around. Have a data party.

What's a "code"?

Codes are tags or labels for 
assigning units of meaning to 
the descriptive or inferential 
information compiled during a 
study. Codes are usually 
attached to 'chunks' of varying 
size – words, phrases, 
sentences or whole paragraphs. 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56)

Codes should stick closely to the data

• Preserve words/phrases of 3-5 words

o "really got emotional" not "feeling-
full and resonant experience"

• Preserve events

o a "show" not a "theatrical event"

• Portray viewpoints

o "primary interest"

• Suggest contexts

o "close-knit community"
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Types of themes

• Ordinary and expected

• Surprising and unexpected

• Hard-to-classify. Not fitting readily 
into clusters; don't really match 
emerging categories

• Major themes represent "big ideas"

o Minor themes/sub-themes 

represent secondary, but still 
related ideas

Thematizing

• Gather your remaining codes and clusters

• Assemble and organize them into groups that reflect 
similar ideas, structures, needs, meanings, interests, etc.

o Collapse and reduce, collapse and reduce, collapse 
and reduce . . . 

• Create theme names that encompass the groups you're 
organizing

Sources for names

• The data corpus: Participants' 
actual words, text from documents 
and artifacts, etc.

• The researcher: Terms, concepts, 
categories, etc., that reflect what 
s/he sees in the data and/or artistic 
intentions

• The literature: Constructs, 
phenomenon, models, concepts, 
theories, etc.

What's a "cluster"?

• After open coding an 
entire text, make a list of 
all code words and phrases

• Cluster together and 
collapse related codes and 
look for redundancy in 
words and/or content

o Objective: Reduce the 
list of codes to a more 
manageable number

What's a "theme"?

• Themes represent organized groups of 
codes and clusters – types, motifs, 
categories, unifying ideas, through-
lines, arcs, etc.

• You can't classify something as a theme 
unless it cuts across the 
preponderance of the data!

Breaking stuff down

Putting it back together
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Data analysis & synthesis

Worked Example: Handwork

• Artist interview

o Quick notes, first thoughts, reactions – what is immediate, 
stands out, maybe reflects other data or research?

o Starting to code and segment

o Testing, playing, trying, exploring ideas
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Breaking stuff down

Putting it back together
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Worked Example: Collage

• ARTICLES OF WAR snippets and fragments

o Scissors and glue pot
o Select, organize, associate, combine

Learn about collage & assemblage
• Arturo Herrera

o http://bombmagazine.org/article/2755/arturo-herrera
o http://www.art21.org/artists/arturo-herrera

• Mark Bradford
o http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/06/22/w

hat-else-can-art-do
o http://www.art21.org/artists/mark-bradford

• Elliott Hundley
o https://hammer.ucla.edu/exhibitions/2006/hammer-

projects-elliott-hundley/
o http://www.art21.org/artists/elliott-hundley
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Breaking stuff down

Putting it back together

Data analysis & synthesis

Worked Example: Coding with WORD comments

• Artist interview

o Transcribed and compiled into narrative
o Lines numbered for reference and retrieval
o Passages highlighted
o Tagged fragments as themes and sub-themes
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Data analysis & synthesis

Worked Example: Coding 

with WORD & EXCEL

• ARTICLES OF WAR 

Congressional Record

o Snippets and 
fragments selected 
out, highlighted

o Coded with known 
and emerging themes

o Codes loaded into 
EXCEL for scrubbing, 
sorting, filtering, 
thematizing
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Games

Games help people get to know each other. They're fun, sometimes funny, 
and often the best way for a group of people with diverse experiences and 
different skill levels to develop the cooperative impulses devising requires.

Some games expect boldness from the naturally 

timid, while others demand kindness and 

generosity from the highly competitive.

The four games here exemplify the essential tasks and responsibilities of 
the performer. Talking and listening, action and objective, supporting and 
sustaining the ensemble voice, sharing the text, working with and through 
one's partner. 

• Ball Toss

o Talking and listening. Sharing and supporting. Text-as-action. Helping your partner 
catch the ball. The ensemble voice. Finding the rhythm of the scene.

• Alphabet Dance

o Listen. Speak up. Don't space out. Attend and intend. Pick up your cues, think 
ahead, get your motor going.

• Hunter-Hunted

o Actions and objectives. High stakes. Compete and live to play again. Go for what 
you need. Be smart and be clever. Trust your mental imagery.

• Obstacle Course

o Being heard over the din. One step at a time. Honesty. Focusing the action. 
Listening for that one person who means the most to your survival.

Everybody plays the same games. Make up variations, invent better ways 
to involve everyone. Borrow from others. Use whatever is in the room. 
Break the rules and agree on new ones. Stop playing if it gets boring.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Playing prepares us to play.
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Ball Toss
Make the ball.
Toss the ball.

Make the ball
Get some old newspapers, circulars, 
junk mail. Tape (we like clear packing 
tape). Coffee. Tea. Whatever.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Start by balling up some paper. 
Tape it loosely.

Drink some coffee.

Wrap some more paper around the 
little ball.

A bit of tape.
Begin to shape it.
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More paper, more tape, more shaping.
You're done when your coffee is gone and the ball is about this size.

You can hold it in one hand. It's bigger than a softball, smaller than a basketball.

30



Ball Toss
1. Ask the students to get into a circle, standing about 1-2 feet away from each other. 

Check for easy breathing and neutral stance.

2. Have everyone call out her/his name loudly and clearly. Go around the circle a couple 
of times if this is a "meet 'n greet" game.

3. Start the game by giving one student the ball and asking her/him to toss it to another 
student while saying that person's name.

And so on.

They'll get very good at this – the pace will pick up, a rhythm to "the scene" will develop, they 
will begin breathing together and talking and listening in a way that feels like natural speech.

4. When that happens, let them enjoy it and learn what that feels like. Then stop the game.

5. Ask everyone to close their eyes, to take a moment to sense the space around and between 
them. Then, ask the student holding the ball to open her/his eyes.

6. The game continues with eyes closed EXCEPT for the students tossing and catching. The 
tossing person makes sure the ball has been caught before closing her/his eyes again.

This is harder! They'll be beginners again (which is a good feeling to practice), and the game 
may fall apart. If so, have them return to eyes open to refresh their sense of knowing  how and 
what to do. Then try with eyes closed again.

Eventually, after many weeks or months, they'll be able to play with eyes closed at all times.

Prompts

� The action is to get the ball to your partner. That's it. Get the ball to your partner.

� The text and the action should happen at the same time.

� Don't make your partner have to run around for the ball.

� Why was that funny? Why did we all laugh?

� What's the BEST way to toss the ball so your partner 
can catch it? The most effective inflection or volume?

� When does the game work? What does that have to 
do with acting? With talking and listening? With 
sharing language, text, voice, movement, story?

� Call to your partner! Do they hear you, do they see you?! 

� Check your knees. Are they locked? Shake out your hands!

� Wait. Listen. Respond. Wait. Listen. Respond.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD
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Alphabet Dance

Make an alphabet poster
Get a big post-it. An easel pad. A piece of newsprint. Maybe craft paper. Even old packing 
stuff. A felt tip pen with a nice thick line.

Using easy-to-read CAPITAL LETTERS, write out the pangram (a phrase that contains all of 
the letters of the alphabet) THE QUICK BROWN FOX JUMPS OVER THE LAZY DOG. It should 
be readable from quite a ways away.

Stick it on the wall.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

THE QUICK 

BROWN FOX 

JUMPS OVER 

THE LAZY 

DOG

Play
1. Gather students in a V or line. Starting at one end, assign each a letter of the alphabet in 

sequence. Some may end up having two letters, some one, some three. 

2. Run through the alphabet start to finish several times.

3. Now tackle the pangram. Everyone should have a clear view of the alphabet poster 
Clearly and briskly students call out their letter as it occurs in the pangram.

4. Do this a few times. When someone slips up . . . Start back at the beginning!
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Alphabet Dance

Add movement
When students can make it all the way through the pangram, shake and jump around for a 
bit of release. Demonstrate and then have them follow along with this sequence:

STEP IN PLACE – STEP IN PLACE – CLAP

STEP IN PLACE – STEP IN PLACE – CLAP

Students may start to stomp. Discourage that, as they won't be able to hear each other 
over the noise.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Play more
1. In their V or line, start the step-step-clap sequence. When they're moving more or less 

together, have them run through the alphabet A through Z, calling out their letters on 
the CLAPS.

2. When they're moving more or less together, have them run the alphabet A to Z, calling 
out their letters on the CLAP.

3. Now back to the pangram. They'll probably still need the poster at this point. If someone 
slips up . . . Start back at the beginning!

Variations
4. Stay in the V or line but . . . face away 

from the poster. Yipes. They may need to 
practice without the step-step-clap 
sequence for a bit.

5. Break up the V or line and make a group.

Mix up the people-letters and spread the 
students throughout the room. 

Prompts

� Listen.

� Speak up.

� Listen!

� Speak up!

We really 

had to 

listen more!

What's my 

letter what's 

my letter?

We did it!
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Make a paper baton
Take an old newspaper or some junk mail or wrapping paper and roll several 
sheets into a longish, thinish cone. Tape the edges.

It should be about 2 to 2.5 feet long, soft enough not to cause harm but stiff 
enough to not flop around.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Play
1. Set up a line of chairs, a little curvy to ensure everyone is about the same distance from 

where you've placed the baton on a box or table or stool.

2. Have the students sit in no particular order. Everyone should have a clear path to the box. 
Give them a few minutes to see the baton, explore the space, and try out the path.
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Hunter-Hunted

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Objective

Get the baton.

Player 1: Got the baton?

Kill Player 2.

Player 2: Didn't get the baton?

Don't get killed. Get to Player 1's seat. 

Play
3. Have them close their eyes while you cross behind and select two students using a 

gentle shoulder tap. The students who weren't chosen can open their eyes. 

4. Get out of the way! On your 1-2-3-GO, the two players – with eyes still closed -- run to 
the box.

• The objective for BOTH is to get the baton. THAT'S ALL.

• Subsequent actions are to kill or get to safety before being killed.

• Killing is whacking the hunted with the baton. Safety is sitting in the hunter's seat. 

Simple but not easy. Be bold but not foolish.

Tricks and subterfuge and misdirection are completely acceptable.
The only way to cheat is to open your eyes.

Exciting variations
• Place the chairs in two lines with the baton in between. 

• Place the chairs in a circle with the baton in the middle. 

• Invent something. Make up some rules.

Debrief
Hunter-Hunted can be frightening, overwhelming, hilarious, nauseating, thrilling, 
bizarre. Somebody might get a little bruised. Some people might not want to play at 
first. Or ever.

It's important to talk about what the students experienced, felt, thought, and 
observed after each round. 
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For this game, you'll need a bunch of blindfolds – bandanas 

from the swap meet work well – and a room with lots of junk 

in it. Chairs, tables, boxes, odds and ends of rehearsal 

furniture, fabric, rugs, bits of clothing, old props.

Build the course
1. Divide the students into two groups. Send one group – Followers – off for 15 or so 

minutes.

2. The remaining students – Leaders – build an obstacle course using anything available in 
the room. The course should be complex but not impossible. Safety first. Most of the 
playing space should be filled by the time they're done. 

Obstacle Course
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Play
6. On a "go" from the instructor, Leaders begin to talk their Followers through the obstacle 

course. ALL AT THE SAME TIME.

7. If a Follower touches any of the objects, her/his Leader must take her/him back to the 
starting point and begin again.

That's it. Plan on a couple of hours to get through both groups.
Be prepared for at least one pair to restart several times.

Prompts

� You don't need to yell. Speaking 
clearly and calmly will work perfectly 
well.

� Coaching works better than badgering.

� Leaders: How can you help your 
Follower succeed? How can you get 
her/him to trust you?

� Followers: You have to trust your 
Leader. You have to work together to 
succeed.

Partner up
You can purposefully assign partners – always interesting – or let people draw 
names for random pairings.

3. Leaders collect their Followers and blindfold them before bringing them 
into the room. 

4. Leaders guide their Followers into a line on one side of the obstacle course, 
then take their positions directly opposite.

5. Each Leader calls to her/his Follower, one at a time, in a clear-but-not-
yelling voice.

"Here I am. This is what my voice sounds like. Can you hear me?"

Debrief

Obstacle Course can be both thrilling and 
enraging. Occasionally a pair will not be 
able to make it through. Ever. 

Playing the game may awaken 
unexpected feelings – vulnerability, 
dependency, responsibility. Joy. Fear. 
Exasperation.

Stop the game 10 or so minutes before 
the session ends and ask the students to 
talk about what they experienced.

Obstacle Course
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Devising 

• Curation – Collecting, organizing, and experimenting with narrative 
and artifactual texts, existing datasets, and other found resources. 
Thematic and cluster analyses are used to select, arrange, and connect 
snippets and fragments.

• Conception – Company members enact the data corpus in a series of 
read-alouds, creatively interpreting, associating, and combining 
fragments to produce passages that explicate emergent themes and 
essential structures. Potential framing devices and threads are 
identified.

• Exploration – Passages and threads from the Conception period are 
mined and culled – investigated and enlarged through the inclusion of 
additional material and consideration of different combinations. Voices 
of individual characters are defined and refined, while narrative forms 
are selected and given structure. A flexible reading script is prepared 
for a more formal workshop process.

• Workshop – This period includes any developmental approach that the 
company and author believe most useful, such as table reads, staged 
scene work, open rehearsals, reader's theatre, public presentations, 
improvisational theatre games, etc. A production script is generated.

• Production – The development phase is completed and the play and 
company transition into a rehearsal-performance process. Roles are 
assigned, designers engaged (if they have not participated in the 
development phase), and the writer/director takes on the 
responsibilities of shaping the production.

Kamella Tate MFA, EdD

Devising using the data corpus is 

iterative and developmental.
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What is “devised theatre”?

Devised playmaking methods and practices are characterized by 
variety: Variety in content and sources, in conceptions of authorship 
and collaboration, in ways of shaping and experiencing a performance 
or event – even in what is meant by devising.

'Devising' suggests the craft of making within existing 

circumstances, planning, plotting, contriving, and tangentially 

inventing . . . A mode of work in which no script exists prior to 

the work's creation by the company. (Heddon & Milling 2006, p. 3)
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Devising with the Data Corpus

Devising doesn't just start at some point in the Scaffolding process – "Hey, now were 
devising!" Scaffolding is devising, is "planning, plotting, contriving . . . " from initial interest 
and ideation to research and data analysis to games and exercises meant to elicit what is 

inherent in the material, not what we want the material to be or say.

Analysis and synthesis are how you devise your working text –
while you're concurrently inventing, designing, scavenging, 
experimenting, and otherwise making a performance.

There are a lot of "how-to" materials available for 
learning about and trying on approaches to devising. 
Check out our Resource Bank for useful publications 
and handbooks. 

On offer here are four Scaffolding

activities we use throughout a 
development and rehearsal process.

• Wall of Dataturgy

• What's Happening

• Action Coding

• Graffiti Write Around
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Practicum
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process. Cover the walls of the rehearsal and/or playing space 
with butcher or craft paper, big post-its, or whatever else you 
find serviceable. Record what gets explored and discovered. 
Don't forget your lists, charts, and images.

During the devising process you might want to cut up parts of the 
Wall and re-assemble them into other relationships – combining and 
transforming meaning. Just keep building as you go.

Let the text be your guide. Everyone will make different choices and 
have different insights. Ideas have cognitive, affective, and physical 
lives, with many levels and possible expressions.

Students may get ahead of themselves imagining a production 
concept. A "vision" of how a passage or scene could be staged. Keep 

focused on the text, at least at the beginning. You might start with 

What's Happening. 

Enact, embody, present, document, speak for,
personify, symbolize, narrate, gesture towards.
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What's Happening: What we know
1. Equipment and supplies. Prepare several pieces of text, from 

snippets to passages.

2. Task. Break the class into pairs and give them the chosen texts. 
Everyone can work on the same material, or not.

3. What we know. As they read and work on their material, have them 
make a list of what's actually in the text. Not imaginary worlds or 
production elements. Things like . . . 

• What's happening? Who are these people?

• What is the context – historical, political, social, cultural?

• What is/are the relationship/s of the characters?

• What has happened just before? What happens afterwards?

4. Continue. These breakdowns should be simple, not simplistic –
informational, much like a newspaper article.  They should not be 
paraphrases or “what if” stories – keep bringing them back to the 
straight-ahead given circumstances as revealed in the text.

What's Happening: What we don't know
1. Equipment and supplies. The texts from What we know. Big post-its or butcher paper 

stuck on the wall. Pens

2. Task. Ask each pair to read out their passages, and then report what they know about 
what's happening. Record their observations on the Wall of Dataturgy.

3. What we don't know. Group discussion and recording. These are things that need to be 
investigated. References to places, things, people, events. Words or phrases that don't 
make sense. 

4. Continue. Students are often unaware of the resources that they can use to answer their 
questions. Or they think the research will be tedious. Or they assume they know what 
something means because they feel they know. 
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What's Happening?
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What's Happening builds experience and familiarity with the 
text and the developing world of the play. That knowledge 
becomes a scaffolding for imaginary work on actions, themes, 
and characters. 

Action Coding
Draws on the students' personal understanding of and feelings for the text and what they've 
learned so far, as well as on their individual responses to images, statements, and motifs.

1. Equipment and supplies.  The materials and ideas generated during different 
installments of What's Happening.

2. Task. Ask the students to reduce the threads they've been working on to 2 - 3 
sentences, codes, tags, or the like.

3. Task. Have pairs invent and lead an improvisational exercise based on these "action 
codes" – boom, boom, boom, keep the pace brisk. One at a time, act it out, make up 
dialogue, let characters unfold. Brainstorm and record everything on the Wall.

4. Continue.  Run each exercise several times, until a scene begins to develop. Put them 
all together., see what happens.

Graffiti Write Around
Creates understanding of what others are seeing, thinking, and feeling. Every 
storyteller and story has multiple dimensions, some in plain view, some hidden.

1. Equipment and supplies. Snippets and fragments from the data corpus. 
Writing paper, enough for everyone to have a sheet. Pencils, pens

2. Task. Select out words, images, questions, or phrases that will provoke 
dissent, confrontation, collaboration, or a strong political/social stance from 
the students. Deliberately seek areas of concern or disquiet. 

3. Task. Have the students spend one minute writing a response to the 
selected-out text. Quickly! Their writing should not stop at all during the 
one minute. 

4. Task. Pass the papers randomly, like musical chairs. "Stop!" Students read 
what's on their new paper and respond. Pass the papers until they're full.

5. Continue:  Ask the students to read the notes and messages aloud, inviting 
comments from the others. Post clippings on the Wall.

Some of this will be great, some awful.

NONE OF IT IS A FINISHED PRODUCT.

Action
Coding
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In the end, you're going to turn all 

of this into a play.
It could be performance art. Or a performative lecture. A story with a 

plot and characters. There may be singing and dancing.

You won't know until you begin rehearsing, until you invite other 

people – along with their viewpoints and ideas and questions – into 
the process. Set designers, acrobats, composers, choreographers, 

costumers, lighting people, jugglers, musicians, makers of all kinds.

We like to use an invited workshop – an Open Studio – to try out our 
material on colleagues, students, friends, and family. Their feedback 
and observations can tell us what's working, what's not working, what 
might work if we keep exploring, and what's utterly nonsensical. 

Set a deadline, get a space, send invitations.

See what happens.

Welcome! Have a cookie.

Here's what we've been working on.
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