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ARTICLE

What good is it anyway? Professional dance artists 
legitimising their work for the Cultural Schoolbag in 
Norwegian schools
Joakim Karlsen a and Kristine Høeg Karlsen b

aDepartment of Computer Sciences and Communication, Faculty of Computer Sciences, Engineering and 
Economics, Østfold University College, Halden, Norway; bDepartment of Education, ICT and Learning, Faculty 
of Teacher Education and Languages, Østfold University College, Halden, Norway

ABSTRACT
This article examines how dance artists with extensive experience 
with The Cultural Schoolbag (TCS), a national programme for bring
ing the arts into schools, convey their rationale for working in TCS. 
Previous research has found that the artists’ rationale for doing TCS- 
art is far from established and agreeing on what TCS-art should be 
or become is inherently difficult. The goal that TCS-art should 
contribute to the school’s curriculum, potentially challenging the 
artists’ freedom, continues to pose a challenge to TCS that has so far 
remained unresolved. Interviews with nine professional dancers 
show, that they to a little degree have been challenged to contri
bute to the school’s curriculum and have had few problems estab
lishing a rationale for doing TCS-art in line with being or becoming 
a professional dancer. Even if this rationale has been adapted to the 
socio-material conditions of performing TCS-art, it is seemingly 
within what can be accepted in the art world of dance in Norway.
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Introduction

The Cultural Schoolbag (TCS) reaches all schools in Norway and is ‘one of the largest 
programmes in the world that aims to bring professional arts and culture to children’ 
(Bamford 2012, 56). Similar arts-in-school programmes are widespread in the Western 
world such as the Lincoln Center Institute in New York City, USA, Der Kulturrucksack 
NRW, in North Rhine – Westphalia in Germany, Creative School in Sweden, and 
Listaleypurin on the Faroe Islands (Catharina et al. 2015; Breivik and Christophersen 
2013). These programmes have limited reach compared to TCS however (Breivik and 
Christophersen 2013, 16). This unique position enhances TCS’s role as an example of 
a type of cultural initiative that are currently gaining momentum internationally. TCS 
started as a pilot in 2001 and during two decades of expansion it has become among the 
largest Norwegian cultural political measures, giving pupils aged 6 to 19 access to profes
sional art and culture as part of their education. TCS is mandated by the Norwegian 
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government: 1) to give pupils access to a wide range of cultural expressions so they can 
become acquainted with; and 2) understand culture in all its forms; and 3) to assist schools 
in integrating forms of cultural expression into their curriculum (Regjeringen 2007).

Even if TCS ‘is referred to as one of the most important workplaces for freelance artists 
in Norway today’ (Catharina et al. 2015, 43) there are few studies that investigate the 
artists’ own direct experiences with TCS (Breivik 2013, 157). In our systematic literature 
review, we found 10 studies that include the artists’ voice in the research, but only three of 
the ten has the artists’ account of working in TCS as a primary concern (Digranes 2015; 
Breivik 2013; Berge 2009). While Berge (2009) and Breivik (2013) focus on artists 
representing various genres (from music, performance art, and cultural heritage), 
Digranes (2015) analyses national and local media texts published between 2002–2008 
on TCS, limited to the visual arts. Reviewing all ten studies, none of them have dance art 
or dance artists as their main object of study. The review also uncovered a general lack of 
nuanced use of theory to understand artists’ involvement and contributions to arts-in- 
school programmes. We believe it would be particularly useful to utilise social worlds 
theory such as Howard Becker’s (1984), to move beyond the mostly idealistic discourse 
on the role of arts in education.

Becker’s (1984) theory of art worlds has provided a lens in this study to understand how 
the dance artists legitimise their work for TCS. Many dance artists have become dependent 
on TCS touring over the years and the particular circumstances of this work, its socio- 
material conditions, challenge the established conventions of what constitutes a dance 
performance, with scant infrastructure, with no proper stage, with bare bones scenogra
phy, with no make-up and no crew. The conventions of a ramified dance performance are 
challenged, with a need for major adaptions. These adaptions of the conventional way of 
doing things in the art world of dance, need an aesthetic justification, of being framed as 
being a proper dance performance. In this, new conventions are aligned with the existing, 
and rationalised in continuation with existing artistic practice. Internationally, there is 
a need for more research on TCS and similar arts-in-education programmes from the 
artists’ perspective, and more specifically on how the socio-material conditions of such 
programmes frame what is possible and not, how these conditions are negotiated when 
constructing a rationale, giving an answer to what the particular kind of artistic practice is 
good for? This leads to the following research questions.

What are the socio-material conditions for touring as a dance artist in TCS, as 
conveyed by professional dance artists?

How do dance artists, touring TCS, negotiate these conditions when rationalising 
TCS-dance-art?
The remainder of this article is structured as follows. After a more thorough review of 
related work and a summary of Becker’s theory of art worlds, we will summarise the 
results from the interviews. After this, the implications of results will be discussed, before 
some concluding remarks will be made.

Artists working TCS

In general, artists value the opportunity TCS provides to pursue paid artistic practice 
(Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009). TCS is reported as a good and secure source 
of income for artists which contributes to stability and predictability, enabling them to 
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make a living from their art (Berge 2009, 30) and plan for a longer timeframe (Kleppe, 
Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009, 47). Many artists experience TCS as ‘a good opportu
nity to do paid performing work’ (Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009, 46) and 
emphasise the ‘benefits of artistic aspects of this, such as professional development, 
positive feedback from the public, space for collective and interdisciplinary collaboration, 
as well as project development’ (Berge 2009, 36).

The competition in recent years has become extremely tough however, which makes it 
difficult for many artists to get ‘a foot in the door’ (Breivik 2013, 157; Catharina et al. 
2015, 43). Consequently, artists report a need to nurture relationships with commission
ing bureaucrats and become hesitant to come forward with criticisms for fear of losing 
assignments (Breivik 2013, 158). Censorship and moralism are common in TCS, with 
artists revealing that they have had to change or remove elements of shows that have been 
identified as being inappropriate or vulgar to the TCS audience. This has led some artists 
to say that they fear criticising their commissioner because they are afraid of losing their 
job (Breivik 2013; Catharina et al. 2015).

The precarity of TCS work has been reported, with artists taking a financial risk to 
cover production expenses and developing potential productions for the programme. Such 
risk is experienced strongly as creating art ‘with a knife at one’s throat’ (Catharina et al. 
2015, 43). In Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland (2009) study, two of the artists say they 
get a fixed sum and have to produce ‘as much music as possible for the money’ (p. 47). 
They say that the amount is intended to cover everything from development and admin
istration to rental cars and technical equipment. The artists say that it is then up to them 
‘to carry out the tour as cheaply as possible so that they can secure an adequate fee’ (ibid.). 
This can affect the quality as low-cost solutions are chosen and the number of artists is 
reduced. In Berge’s (2009) study, artists are concerned by the fact that TCS is not covering 
social benefits, securing income during sickness, maternity leave and unemployment and 
several of the artists say that they are ‘scared of becoming ill during a tour, and that several 
times they have toured while under the weather or with a fever’ (Berge 2009, 35).

Several of the respondents in Berge’s (2009) study see ‘touring life as a kind of lifestyle’ 
(p. 35) where parallels are drawn to the lifestyle of drifters, gypsies, circus performers, rooted 
in a romantic charismatic myth of the artist (ibid.). Reference is made to rewarding days in 
TCS (Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009, 46), but days which are artistically and 
physically very exhausting (Berge 2009, 40). Life on the road allows for professional devel
opment, as they get to keep up with their art. The alternative for many of the artists is that 
their professional development would have come to a halt (Berge 2009, 37). Berge (2009) 
writes ‘They [the artists] believe that they evolve through TCS because they can carry on with 
their art’ (p. 37). Because competition is fierce, TCS is an important recruitment arena which 
give artists the opportunity to promote their careers, and TCS becomes a place where they 
can stand out (ibid.). It is also evident that, through TCS, artists get the opportunity to work 
with colleagues, draw on the ideas of others and support each other (Berge 2009, 38).

In summary TCS touring is seen by the artists as hard, competitive, risky but reward
ing work, giving them the opportunity to perform their art. Now we will give an overview 
of how artists negotiate questions concerning quality in TCS.

RESEARCH IN DANCE EDUCATION 3



Questions concerning quality in TCS

Quality constitutes a common theme across the studies seeking to understand TCS from 
the artists’ perspective. The concept of quality is something that concerns the artists 
(Holdhus et al. 2019, 33), and something that there are many different ideas about and 
tensions related to (Borgen and Brandt 2006, 112). Different hierarchies of quality, 
quality assessments and quality assurance of art, as well as quality stamping of artists, 
are also mentioned (Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009, 48–49). It is possible to 
derive two perspectives on quality in the context of TCS art, each with its own possibi
lities and barriers – an idealistic perspective and a pragmatic perspective.

Idealistic perspective on what constitutes good TCS art
The idealistic perspective is framed by the idea of free and independent art that in its 
most genuine form must under no circumstances be dictated, designed or adapted to the 
school’s curricula or its specific audience. Digranes (2015) found evidence that this 
perspective has been dominating the public discourse on artists’ role in TCS. From an 
analysis of national and local media texts published between 2002 and 2008 she derives 
eight stereotypical narratives about the collaboration between the art world and the school 
world in TCS;

(1) The child – The student
(2) Expansion of the cultural sector – The uneducated population
(3) Artistic freedom – Restrictive administration
(4) Art as salvation – School as oppression
(5) Art as experience – Academic content
(6) Saving the child – Limiting the student
(7) Breaking boundaries – Rules and censorship
(8) The fun hour – The incompetent teacher

According to Digranes (2015), these representations can be ‘read as the story of the art 
world/the hero and the school world/the obstacle as two extremities in a narrative where 
the student must be saved by TCS, and where TCS constitutes the arena for this 
praiseworthy purpose’ (p. 3). In this perspective, the artist is inspired to become 
a challenger and an outsider whose goal is to break with established truths and then 
liberate ‘the child from the oppression of society’ (p. 7). In this narrative, the teacher- 
obstacle represents the conformist and rule-governed environment that stands in the 
student’s way ‘by introducing censorship into free artistic practice’ (ibid.). The stereo
types describe TCS artists that are entitled to artistic freedom (narrative 3), where the 
students’ experience is at the centre, pitted against the curriculum and academic goals 
(narrative 5) and where the art must break boundaries in contrast to school content such 
as linear logic (narrative 7).

Other studies also state that professional, high-quality art happens when the artist is 
allowed to create freely. When the artists in Berge’s (2009) study express that they ‘may 
well get a bit a freer rein on what they want to show, what they have on their minds . . . ’ 
(p. 48), this is argued in line with an idealistic perspective to what constitutes good TCS 
art. We also find similar statements made in Catharina et al. (2015), who write that some 
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artists in their study ‘clung to the idea of art’s autonomy, which seemed to entail an 
inclination to define artistic activities as being the opposite of those in schools or in 
education’ (p. 42). They find that ‘some cultural sector actors define their artistic 
activities as being in opposition to the school’s activities, a definition which results in 
an unsettled relationship with the school’ (Christophersen et al., 52).

In this perspective, art is perceived as having an inherent value, a liberating power 
or what Catharina et al. (2015, 44) refer to as ‘The transformative power of art’, with 
reference to the sociology of Rancière. When the artist is referred to with a capital A, 
this is linked by Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland (2009, 48) to ‘the charismatic 
myth of the artist’ which, according to them, is ubiquitous in art worlds. With 
reference to Mangset (2004), Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland (2009) write that 
the myth ‘can form the basis for hero worship and highlighting the genius 
artists’ (48).

What hinders high-quality art according to the idealistic perspective is primarily the 
moralism that exists within the TCS system, leading to the censorship of TCS produc
tions and also to the artists censoring themselves. Breivik (2013) writes that this may 
involve avoiding themes such as ‘violence, death, sex and politics’ (p. 170). The other 
obstacle is the teacher (ref. Digranes 2015) which stands in the way of artists being able to 
pursue free artistic practice (p. 7).

Pragmatic perspective to what constitutes good TCS art
In the pragmatic perspective to TCS art, dialogue, cooperation and student activity are 
valued and the artist perceives the cooperation with the school as desirable because it 
contributes to the quality of TCS visits. In Catharina et al.’s (2015) study, several artists 
discuss how they want real collaboration in TCS productions, as this provides the ‘mutual 
benefits of having artists and teachers working together’ (p. 42), and that they perceived it 
as being unproblematic to be ‘operating at the interface between art and school; on the 
contrary, they found it productive and constructive’ (ibid.). In the DiSko project, the 
musicians in the study represent artists who seek collaboration and want dialogue with 
the school (Holdhus et al. 2019). One artist puts it this way: ‘it feels good when the teacher 
“becomes part of the picture” and provides input regarding the planning of the activities’ 
(Holdhus et al. 2019, 26). Opening for dialogue with students in TCS productions, 
improves the work from by being ‘one-way communication where the artist feels 
alone, to dialogue and collaboration’ (ibid.). Borgen and Brandt’s (2006) register tensions 
between the cultural and school sectors, but find that artists working most closely with 
schools have gradually come up with dialogical communication models, relying on closer 
cooperation with teachers and students, and that they report no conflict between this and 
their professionalism.
In other words, artists within the pragmatic perspective perceive few contradictions 
between supplying art at a high level and collaborating with teachers and students on 
content and goals. In Berge’s 2009) study artists compare the TCS audience (i.e., the 
students), with other audiences, that they as artists ‘must consider and conform to 
different conditions [. . .] in order for the audience to be able to receive the art’ (p. 47). 
Based on these studies, there are two barriers that stand in the way of supplying high- 
quality TCS art, and both are linked to resources. Firstly, a TCS visit that promotes 
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dialogue is costly in comparison with what Borgen and Brandt (2006) refer to as 
‘monological distribution models’ (p. 112), and secondly, it can be time-consuming to 
get artists, teachers and students to collaborate more (Holdhus et al. 2019, 248).

There is a pronounced tension between the two perspectives outlined above. Single 
artists can take on both idealistic and pragmatic impulses, leading them to different role- 
understandings in TCS. Breivik (2013) documents a clear tension between taking a more 
‘modest craftsman’s role versus the maintenance of notions that the charismatic artist is 
still alive’ (p. 158). Several of the artists in Breivik’s (2013) study say that they ‘feel caught 
between different and partially conflicting requirements – concerning for example 
student participation, how the activities relate to the school’s curriculum, and creative 
restraint to their artistic production’ (p. 158).

Maintaining a rationale in art worlds

The tensions between idealistic and pragmatic impulses are addressed in Becker’s socio
logical analysis of art worlds. He criticises romantic notions that individual artists have or 
should have a privileged position in society and emphasise art as everyday cooperative 
work. Art is, according to Becker (1984, p. ix), ‘the work some people do’ and art worlds 
is ‘the network of people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge 
of conventional means of doing things, produces the kind of art works that art world is 
noted for’ (ibid., x). He develops a provisional list of cooperative activities that upholds 
an art world (ibid., 2–5), summarised in Table 1. Works of art can be produced without 
all these activities performed, it just becomes a different work of art and these activities 
can be ‘performed in a variety of ways with an equal variety of results’ (ibid., 5). Becker, 
being a trained jazz musician, stresses that all activities are important for the making of 
an artwork, not only the ones undertaken by the artist, who often is understood as having 
special talents in the western tradition (ibid. 14).

To regulate the terms of cooperation between the many workers involved in produ
cing an artwork and cover ‘all the decisions that must be made with respect to works 
produced’ (Becker, 1984, 14), conventions are necessary according to Becker (1984). He 
builds on this simple definition to explicate the importance of conventions for the 
workings of an art world. Conventions have many roles and are embedded differently 
depending on what kind of cooperative activity one is trying to understand. The roles 
conventions have is first, how conventions can be materially embodied and therefore 
constrain what kind of artwork that can be made and second, how conventions regulate 
the relationship between artists and audiences. In these terms the conventions for TCS- 
dance-art are embodied in the practice of touring TCS, and these conventions need to be 
legitimised by an updated rationale. The full account of the activity of maintaining 
a rationale is:

Another activity consists of creating and maintaining the rationale according to which all 
these other activities make sense and are worth doing. Rationales typically take the form, 
however naive, of a kind of aesthetic argument, a philosophical justification which identifies 
what is being made as art, as good art, and explains how art does something that needs to be 
done for people and society. Every social activity carries with it some such rationale, 
necessary for those moments when others not engaged in it ask what good it is anyway. 
Someone always asks such questions, if only the people engaged in the activity themselves. 
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Subsidiary to this is the specific evaluation of individual works to determine whether they 
meet the standards contained in the more general justification for that class of work or 
whether, perhaps, the rationale requires revision. Only by this kind of critical review of what 
has been and is being done can participants in the making of art works decide what to do as 
they move on to the next work. (Becker, 1984, 4)

This cooperative work, undertaken by dance artists of maintaining a rationale for TCS- 
dance-art is the main focus in this article.

Materials and methods

The study was based on a constructivist and qualitative research design where semi- 
structured face-to-face interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015) were conducted with 
a total of nine dance artists in an attempt to explore how they understand their position 
and role in the productions that tour TCS. The interview data was transcribed and 
analysed in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phases of thematic analysis, 
and ethical issues have been considered in line with Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) six 
research steps, throughout the project (p. 85). We obtained oral and written informed 
consent from all participants in the study. In the following, we will describe the proce
dures for collection and the preparation of the script before we present the data and 
outline how the data were analysed.

Finding, selecting and presenting the dance artists

From 2004 to 2018 many of the stakeholders in TCS collaborated to develop and 
maintain an information system to share information about and plan TCS activities. 
The research project contacted the firm tasked to develop and maintain the system and 
asked for data on all TCS productions recorded in the underlying database. After several 
small iterations we received a dataset recording10093productions with: title, owner, year, 
semester, artist, level and genre. In Figure 1, we provide a chart depicting the distribution 
of genres in the dataset, with performing arts (including dance and music) accounting for 
over 50% of the activity in TCS. After cleaning up the data we ran a simple query to 
identify the most active dance artists in TCS. This list was used to recruit informants to 
our study, the nine most prominent dance artists touring TCS in the south-east of 
Norway the last two decades (informants’ #1–9).

The informants’ TCS productions span a variety of dance styles, from dance theatre/ 
impro and theatre sports (#1, 6, 7, 9), creative dance (#3, 4), break/hip-hop/parkour and 
acrobatic (#2, 6, 9), to folk dance (#7), summarised in Table 2. Four of the informants are 
professional dancers with education from The Academy of Dance, Oslo National 
Academy of the Arts, KHIO (#1, 5, 7), and the Bårdar Academy in Oslo (#2); one is 
both a professional dancer and professional dance teacher with one-year practice- 
oriented teacher training course for dance teachers from KHIO in addition to the formal 
dance education at The Academy of Dance, KHIO (#9); three are professional dance 
teachers, with education from The Norwegian Ballet Academy, DNBH1 (#4, 8) and from 
the Foundation in Dance Instruction, FDI/ISTD, London (#3); and finally, one is self- 
taught with no formal dance education (#6).
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Thematically, the TCS productions brought to schools by these dance artists address 
a number of topics. The most prominent is mental health, related to friendship and 
bullying (#1, 4, 5, 7, 9), stereotypes and freaks (#1, 6), mental illness (self-harm and eating 
disorders) (#8), family affairs (#5) and the meaning of life (#3, 6). One of the informants 
said, ‘[The production] was about bullying and broken hearts; to be in love with someone 
who doesn’t like you back’ (#7). Further, three productions referred to by these artists, 
concern more subject-specific topics such as; music history (#2), World War II and the 
attack on Finnmark (#7), and Norse mythology (#6). Informant #2 puts it like this, ‘the 
curriculum says that the pupils should learn some music history and dance during 
the year [. . .] I designed a workshop involving music history focusing on hip hop, 
where it originates from’. Finally, there is one meta-art production where the artist invites 
the pupils into the performance allowing them to express what they want TCS 

Figure 1. Art forms in TCS.
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productions to contain (#8). In the interview, the dance artist questions, ‘Who knows 
what children want, and should you give them what they want? [This] was a meta 
performance; a performance about performance’.

Preparing for and conducting the interviews

Prior to the interviews, an interview guide covering three main topics was developed 
including a total of 27 suggested questions. The topics were related to the participants’ 1) 
perceptions of their professional lives as dance artists in Norway, and how the produc
tions that tour the schools fit in that, 2) reflections on their positions and roles in the 
productions that tour the schools today, and 3) opinions of how the productions that tour 
the schools should be designed in the future to work optimally for them as professional 
artists. The structure of the guide allowed for flexibility in relation to the order of the 
topics and proposed questions and for following up interesting leads. The interview 
questions were designed in accordance with Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), to contain 
a thematic dimension, contributing knowledge relevant to the research problem, and 
a dynamic dimension, to contribute to flow in the conversation and a positive interaction 
during the interview (p. 157). The questions were formulated in non-academic language, 
with the purpose of being easy for the participants to understand. Examples of questions 
from the interview guide are, i) can you describe what it is like for you being a dance artist 
within TCS, ii) what it is like to meet children and youth as the audience in the 
productions that tour the schools, and iii) what is your position and role in the 
productions?

Analysing the data

All the interviews were recorded with the consent of the informants using a hand-held 
device with a high-quality microphone (cf., Bryman 2016, 479). During the interviews, 
we avoided as far as possible, background noise, to make the recoding as audible as 
possible for the transcriber (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015, 205). An experienced profes
sional transcriber (cf., Bryman 2016, 481) translated the sound recordings to a written 
form close to verbatim (including e.g. pauses, laughter) based on clear procedures for 
typing (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015, 207). To raise the transcriber reliability, the quality 
of the transcription was compared to the audio recordings (Bryman 2016, 483), and 
found accurate for the analysis and purpose of the research (Brinkmann and Kvale 2015, 
206). However, to make the quotes more readable, they were transcribed and changed 
into a more formal style by the researchers themselves (ibid., 214).

The coding of the transcripts were guided by what Braun and Clarke (2006) refer to as 
a latent thematic analysis (p. 11). This approach is overlapping with discourse analysis 
(ibid., 13) as it aims to examine the ‘broader assumptions, structures and/or meanings’ 
underpinning the participants’ utterances (ibid., 13). The analysis resulted in a thematic 
map (ibid., 19) and involved four separate phases of ‘constant moving back and forward 
between the entire data set, the coded extracts of data that you are analysing, and the 
analysis of the data you are producing’ (ibid., 15). In this part, the objective is to bring 
explicitness into the phases of coding and analysis in terms of making the results 
transferable.
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The entire data set was read through ‘in an active way’ (ibid., 16) to familiarise 
ourselves with the overall meaning of the interviews. We began searching for interesting 
aspects and initial patterns in the transcripts, making notes and ideas for codes in the 
margin. An example could be the concept of identification used as a code in the following 
data extract, ‘When making art for children and young people, you choose a topic which 
they can recognise themselves in’ (#8). With a list of notes and codes, the second phase 
involved the data-driven coding process using software for coding, retrieving and 
analysing data. In this phase of the analysis, data were systematically organised into 
meaningful codes. Each data item, was according to Braun and Clarke (2006) given ‘full 
and equal attention’ (p. 18), developing a basis for emerging themes (ibid., 18). As the 
outcome of the analysis at this time was unknown, we coded ‘for as many potential 
themes/patterns as possible’ (ibid., 19). In our project, what Braun and Clarke (2006) 
refer to as phases 3–5 of the analysis, constitutes phase 3, which includes the search for, 
the refinement of, and the naming of themes.

Results

In the following, the results are reported according to the research questions guiding our 
study.

Socio material conditions for TCS-dance-art

The dance artists in our study appreciate working for TCS and explicitly state that they 
have enjoyed touring TCS (#3, #4, #5, #6 and #7). Being on tour with TCS has been nice 
(#3, #6), rewarding (#4), pleasurable and friendly (#5). Further, they convey that the 
salary and contracts they get in TCS have been good. About half of them have earned 
more than 50% of their yearly income from touring TCS, with the rest varying from 10% 
to 40%. Several of them have valued the opportunity to do paid work as a performing 
dancer, giving them the resources to do other projects. Informant #9 says that TCS has 
saved her from working all her time in stores:

TCS has saved me. [. . .] I can afford singing lessons so that I can do musical auditions. The 
reason I have been able to continue as a dancer, and have kept myself afloat, is doing 
a couple of TCS tours every year. (#9)

The artists in our study seem to agree that TCS has been good for their careers by giving 
them the opportunity to become professional dance artists. Informants #4 and #7 
emphasise that TCS gave them a start when it was difficult to get casted by the established 
dance institutions. Informant #5 claim that TCS work has been crucial for her to pursue 
a career as a professional dancer, and #9 says she has used TCS to get further jobs at the 
opera house and the national traveling theatre. It seems that TCS is an arena where artists 
can be seen (#6, #1) and get recognition (#3). Several of the artists seem to agree that 
working with TCS has gained status over the years and is now something most profes
sional dancers in Norway would want to do (#3–6). Famous choreographers have started 
their careers in TCS (#5) and recruiting highly recognised artists into TCS has mattered 
a lot for the increase in status. Informant #6 put it like this:
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TCS has become more and more accepted among dance artists, and that has a lot to do with 
who works for TCS. If you have good artists in TCS, no one dares to say anything negative 
about it. (#6)

Another reason for the increase in status could be that the competition between artists to 
work with TCS has grown harder. The artists, especially #3, #4 and #5 report that it is 
rather difficult, and increasingly so, to get TCS shows commissioned. This said, several of 
the informants still admit that touring TCS comes second to performing with bigger 
productions on bigger stages. Informant #1 conveyed that dancing with the opera, and 
dancing in TCS are ‘two different worlds’ (#1). According to informant #3, working on 
the West End beats working in TCS anytime. When asked about how TCS was talked 
about when she did her dance education, informant #9 says:

You hear about the students that have ended up doing bigger shows, on bigger stages with 
famous choreographers. You never hear about the girl that was lost in TCS. (#9)

The material ramifications of touring TCS directly and indirectly conditions what’s 
possible to make and what’s not. Two obvious examples conveyed by the informants, 
concerned the lack of performing space and time restraints given by the school’s 
scheduling practice. Dance artists in TCS often need to perform in a superficially con
verted gymnasium of varying sizes, with makeshift seating for the audience, with 
a consequence that they should be able to perform the show in a relatively small area 
limiting both the number of dancers taking part and the scenography they can set up. 
They still aim to create an illusion of a proper stage, a proper dance show, but are limited 
by the need to bring only light and portable scenography. Further, the dancers talk about 
the need to lengthen or shorten their show to fit the school’s schedule which often 
consists of 45-minute periods.

We had usually done 5–10-minute shows. They wanted 45 minutes! That was a shock. What 
were we going to perform that would entertain children for 45 minutes? (#6)

Later I did [a show] which was a large production for [a stage] and which was very long. 
Over an hour and very physical. The show was cut to exactly 45 minutes to fit the 
school day . . . (#5)

These examples of how the material ramifications of touring TCS directly influence the 
dance performances is telling when it comes to understanding the conventions that have 
been established in TCS-dance-art, and how these conventions need to be accounted for 
in rationalising TCS-dance-art as something good and worthwhile. This leads to how our 
results shed light on the second research question, how the artists in our study have been 
able to rationalise TCS touring as legitimate work for a professional dance artist.

Negotiating a rationale for TCS-art

When it comes to legitimising TCS as proper work for professional dancers, the artists 
interviewed in this study emphasise how TCS brings dance to children and youngsters 
that would never have experienced dance otherwise. They see themselves as reaching out, 
creating immediate (#1), engaging (#4), touching (#1, #7), explorative (#5), fun (#6) and 
intimate (#1) experiences of dance art. They believe their performances educate the 
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students (and the teachers) about themselves and the world they live in by provoking, 
triggering and opening up for reflection and dialogue. Several of the artists think it is very 
rewarding to dance for young children, emphasising their spontaneity as an audience (#6, 
#4). From having less status as an audience (#4), children and youth now have equal 
status (#3). There seemed to be some disagreement among the interviewees though, with 
informant #8 saying that children’s show will never have the same status as a show for 
grown-ups. Informant #5 thinks the increase in status has to do with the fact that younger 
audiences have become really important economically for the performing art institutions. 
Relevant to this is how the informants believe they contribute to training children to 
become members of an audience, many of them having little previous experience with 
live art performances. Informant #9 says:

. . . if you have a group of students who are not used to seeing art, you need to talk about how 
they are expected to behave. When it comes to using mobile phones, taking pictures, 
clapping . . . taking the jacket off or on? [. . .] Is it really a good idea to keep the Canada 
Goose jacket on, becoming warm, triggering the need to take it off during the performance? 
(#9)

Beyond training children to become an audience and to give them eye opening insights 
from experiencing dance art, TCS is mandated to assist schools in integrating forms of 
cultural expression into their curriculum. We brought this up in the interviews and 
several of the dance artists stated explicitly that they think TCS art should have a free 
relationship to the school’s curriculum. Informant #7 states: ‘I get a rash thinking about 
the school’s curriculum as defining what kind of art is created’ (#7). Several of the artists 
have no strong opinion on the matter however and state an openness towards linking 
their TCS performances to the school’s curriculum. They make clear that this is some
thing they haven’t really thought much about, or only briefly considered by linking their 
performance to a topic they understand is part of the school’s curriculum, like music 
history (#2), cultural history (#6) or life skills (#9). It is evident that the dance artists are 
either mildly interested in/indifferent to or explicitly against integrating their TCS art 
into the school’s curriculum.

Tellingly, the teachers in the artists’ accounts are given roles as either part of the 
audience and/or practical helper. They give the teachers relatively little credit when it 
comes to understanding their performances, both as art and as skilled work. Informants 
#1 and #2 don’t think the teachers have the necessary competence to contribute to giving 
the students dance instruction as part of the normal curriculum in physical education. As 
informant #2 states: ‘. . . they have chosen a different path’ (#2). Informant #4 emphasises 
how teachers lack an understanding of dance art, what is good and what is not. According 
to #5, this lack of understanding often leads to anxiety and fear with the teachers. She 
thinks this is unnecessary and encourages teachers to articulate more often what they 
think and be open and relaxed when discussing these thoughts. The distinction between 
dance artists and teachers is clearly summarised by informant #6 who expects the 
teachers to prepare and facilitate for TCS visits but doesn’t expect them to either under
stand the art performances given or to have the performative skills needed to participate 
in any meaningful way.
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Summarising the results

The artists see themselves as providing high quality and varied ‘cultural experiences’ for 
the pupils that to a little degree are integrated with the ongoing learning activities in 
schools. The teachers are portrayed as ‘guards’ or ‘facilitators’ and are at best understood 
as part of the audience alongside the pupils. TCS is viewed as a legitimate workplace for 
professional dancers and framed as one of several arenas where dance artists can perform 
their art. This arena is different from, let’s say the opera houses, but still a ‘stage’ that 
matters.

It is possible to see how the artists frames TCS activities in a language that legitimises 
TCS as an art world according to how Becker characterises them. The professional 
dancers (seen as having a special role in society) are on tour, performing a set choreo
graphy, presenting an artistic vision often developed by themselves, meeting an appre
ciative audience, receiving acknowledgements and rewards, and are getting paid properly 
(not from tickets, but from the government lottery fund). According to these accounts, it 
seems like the school setting could easily be substituted or replaced by any other similar 
arena for dance art, like an institutional dance theatre for children.

Discussion

This study has to a large degree confirmed earlier findings concerning the socio-material 
conditions of touring TCS. It seems that the accounts given by our informants add to an 
understanding of TCS as really hard, precarious but also rewarding work in line with 
previous research (Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009; Berge 2009; Catharina et al. 
2015; Breivik 2013). When it comes to the question of quality, the informants mostly 
express notions in line with an idealistic understanding as described in the literature 
(Digranes 2015; Kleppe, Berge, and Marius Hylland 2009; Berge 2009; Catharina et al. 
2015). They give their audience (children) access to experiences that they wouldn’t 
otherwise get. When it comes to pragmatic notions of quality as discussed in previous 
studies (Catharina et al. 2015; Holdhus et al. 2019; Borgen and Brandt 2006; Breivik 
2013), they don’t seem to be ‘on the radar’ of our informants. There could be many 
explanations for this lack of engagement, but we believe that the main reason for this, is 
that the dance artists haven’t really been challenged to cooperate more closely with 
schools and to consider how their show contributes to the school’s curriculum. They 
have been allowed to interpret, understand, and experience their work for TCS as being 
an extension of their art world of dance. The dancers have adapted their work to the 
socio-material conditions of touring TCS and have found ways to rationalise these 
adaptions without dismissing the notion that TCS is a stage like any other stage in the 
art world of dance in Norway. As a consequence, the answer to the question; What is 
TCS-dance-art good for? – becomes very similar to the answer to; What is dance art 
good for?

The rationale for TCS-dance-art, as conveyed by our informants, to a little degree 
accounts for the third mandate for this art-in-school programme, that schools should be 
assisted in integrating forms of cultural expression into their curriculum. The interviews 
show that the artists have few experiences with and reflections on how dance shows 
commissioned for TCS can play together with the school’s curriculum. Based on this 
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finding, we see the need to explore new answers to the question: What is TCS-dance-art 
good for? By both dance artists touring TCS with stakeholders from the ‘school world’, 
most prominently teachers. Together they need to develop a new rationale for TCS-dance 
-art that to a larger degree captures the intentions of TCS as an arts-in-school pro
gramme. Informed by Bowker and Leigh Star (2002), who build on Becker’s theory, we 
suggest several actions that could help the main stakeholders in TCS to: 1) articulate the 
current rationale for TCS-dance-art more clearly, 2) challenge this rationale by inter
ventions, and 3) establish a new and more inclusive rationale.

Articulating the current rationale: This study contributes to articulating the current 
rationale for TCS-dance-art. In addition, the organisation responsible for the pro
gramme, Arts for young audiences Norway, actively promotes the programme in work
shops, seminars, etc., and according to the mandate given by the government. To some 
extent the three goals are familiar to most of TCS stakeholders. The artists in our study, 
however, have little or no knowledge of how to achieve the third goal, to assist schools in 
integrating forms of cultural expression into their curriculum. It seems that the third goal 
is ‘under-communicated’ in the daily running of the programme, in TCS as working 
practice. The challenge then is to articulate the third goal where it matters in creating, 
proposing, selecting, producing, and performing TCS Art.

Challenging the current rationale: Several research projects have explicitly aimed to 
explore paths to strengthen the school’s role in productive teacher–artist partnership. 
The recently finished DiSko project (Holdhus et al. 2019) funded by the Research Council 
of Norway (RCN), facilitated innovation-processes involving university-based research
ers, musician–teacher in schools and professional visiting musician (Holdhus 2019). 
Another project, Dance Partners for Creativity (Chappell et al. 2009), aimed to re- 
vitalise dance education in schools. By creating powerful places for knowledge sharing 
between dance artists, dance teachers and university researchers, the project put focus on 
varied types of artist–teacher partnerships and how they could be developed (ibid., 
p. 177). A new project, pARTiciPED,2 explicitly aims to challenge the current rationale 
of TCS in three participatory labs, with student teachers, teachers, artists, students and 
scholars. The project is informed by the principles of participatory design, most notably 
that the participants shall have a voice, be heard and become part of processes securing 
mutual learning (Kensing and Greenbaum 2013).

Establishing a new rationale: To develop a new rationale in TCS, rooted in new 
democratic practices, and characterised by mutual learning, is a daunting and long- 
term task. It is possible to develop a new policy for TCS with consequences for its 
implementation on all levels, from the state-run Arts for young audiences Norway, 
through the regional TCS managers in the regional councils, to the TCS coordinators 
in the local councils (school owners). Clear and unambiguous guidelines can be devel
oped to regulate how TCS projects shall be created, proposed, selected, produced and 
performed. A second and long-term approach is to educate and re-educate teachers with 
the aim of strengthening their role in TCS, by giving them the competence to participate 
in the encounters with the cultural sector in TCS. This is the strategy followed by 
pARTiciPED, with a focus on student teachers.
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Conclusion

In this article, we have investigated how dance artists experience working for The 
Cultural Schoolbag, one of the largest arts-in-school programmes in the world, how 
working for the program has conditioned their art and how they have been able to 
rationalise this. The results suggest that TCS has become an attractive workplace for 
many dance artists, giving them the opportunity to secure a livelihood as professional 
artists. Even if touring TCS is hard and cumbersome, with heavy constraint on what is 
possible to show, the artists have been able to rationalise TCS-dance-art as equal to 
dance art in general. Even though the third stated goal for the program is to assist 
schools in integrating forms of cultural expression into their curriculum, the artists are 
either mildly interested in/indifferent to or explicitly against integrating their TCS art 
with the school’s curriculum. When discussing this finding, we claim that a new 
rationale needs to be explored to accommodate for achieving more synergy between 
TCS-dance-art and the school’s curriculum and suggest three participatory and inclu
sive activities to this end – to articulate the current rationale, to challenge it and to 
develop a new rationale that to a larger degree accommodates for the mandate 
given TCS.

We conclude by asking the pertinent question; is an aligned rationale possible, 
ensuring mutuality between artists and teachers when collaborating in TCS? Would 
new guidelines, ensuring teachers participation in having ideas, making selections, 
producing and performing TCS shows work well for the artists interviewed in this 
study? The answer is probably no, since a more heavy-handed policy to secure 
participation and collaboration in the making of TCS-dance-art would probably dele
gitimise TCS-dance-art in the Norwegian art world of dance. The dancers, identifying 
themselves as being part of this art world, would be more likely to reject TCS as 
something worthwhile. This again could lead to problems with recruiting ‘the best’ 
dance artists to TCS, with the risk that TCS would fail in its mandate that pupils should 
be exposed to professional art of the highest quality. Based on this reasoning, it is 
possible to claim that it is extremely challenging to develop and implement effective 
policies to achieve both goals 1 and 3 at the same time in the mandate given TCS. Even 
if it is challenging, however, a third rationale needs to be established for TCS that is 
attractive enough for most artists, and where the teachers are given more agency in 
ensuring that TCS-dance-art is a worthwhile activity for Norwegian schools. The 
rationale need to explicitly bridge art and learning, artistic practice and teaching 
practice, dance shows and school lessons. TCS art should neither be rationalised and 
appropriated by the school world, nor by the art world of dance. Attempts at appro
priation should be challenged and replaced by activities to secure mutual learning and 
respect between members of both worlds. Established practitioners, both artists and 
teachers, have been willing to engage in activities to create a shared rationale for TCS. 
We hypothesize, however, that change will be better accommodated for by engaging 
artist students and teacher students in such activities, before they have been fully 
socialised as members of their respective social worlds. This approach is currently 
being explored in pARTiciPED, challenging dance students and teacher students to 
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develop TCS-dance-art together, with promising early results when it comes to both 
student group’s willingness experiment with, and establish a shared rationale for 
TCS art.

Notes

1. Recently merged with Kristiania University College.
2. https://www.hiof.no/lu/english/research/projects/participed/
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