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Abstract: 

This article explores the strategies for fictional content of the Danish children’s channel DR 

Ultra through a qualitative case study of the production framework behind its successful series 

Klassen (2016-now). Building on studies of television production and theories of co-creation, 

the analysis investigates the use of co-creative initiatives during the development and writing 

as well as the production of programmes. The analysis highlights the value of involving chil-

dren more closely in content targeting them, not only to ensure that what is told and how it is 

told is relevant and appealing, but also to create a sense of participation and co-creation. 
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Introduction 

Since the earliest years of television in Denmark in the 1950s, the country’s public service 

remit has obliged broadcasters to produce content for children and adolescents. This has led to 

a long tradition at the main Danish public service broadcaster, Danmarks Radio (DR), of pri-

oritising programmes for this specific audience and has seen the production of programmes 

that reflect the changing notions of childhood and youth during the past seven decades, ce-
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menting perceptions that television should play a pivotal role in relation to the youngest mem-

bers of society. Danish media scholar Christa Lykke Christensen has argued that DR’s under-

standing of children has changed from initially considering them as ‘a relatively homogeneous 

group of small potential adults’ who depend on grown-ups for authority, to now regarding them 

as ‘an independent viewer group with their own opinions and individual life perspectives’ 

(2013: 284). These changes have naturally led to adjustments in terms of what kind of content 

is produced. Moreover, the perceptions of this particular audience in the 2010s, in combination 

with major overall transformations in the digital media landscape, have led to new ways of 

producing content for children, focusing on giving young audiences more agency through ac-

tively involving them in the creation of new programmes. 

This article explores these recent developments, focusing on the current production 

strategies for fictional content of DR’s children’s channel DR Ultra (Ultra, until 2020 address-

ing children aged 7-12). A significant part of this strategy is to involve children through co-

creative initiatives during the development and writing as well as the production of new pro-

grammes. Through a qualitative case study of the framework behind one of Ultra’s most suc-

cessful series, Klassen (The Class 2016-now), the article investigates how Ultra has involved 

young viewers through all stages of production via 1) school visits and knowledge gathering 

during the early idea development stages, 2) the use of ‘junior editors’ during the screenwriting 

and production stages, and finally 3) listening to and incorporating feedback for future produc-

tion after the airing of episodes. Children are thus invited to take part in the production frame-

work in many different ways, not only as un-credited ‘idea generators’ and critical viewers, but 

also as credited collaborators in the specific production framework. 

The article builds on early findings from the research project ‘Reaching Young Audi-

ences: Serial Fiction and Cross-Media Storyworlds for Children and Young Audiences’ (RYA, 

2020). It draws on document analysis and five semi-structured qualitative interviews with ‘ex-

clusive informants’ (Bruun, 2014; 2016) working on Klassen; the DR Ultra fiction commis-

sioner Jonas Kryger Hansen, user involvement project manager at DR Ultra Andrea Buch Aas-

holm, Head of Scripted and Formats at STV Production Daniel Svarts, producer Maria Hee 

Dreyer and screenwriter Toke Westmark Steensen (all translations from Danish in the article 

are made by the authors). Furthermore, we use data from participant observation at seminars 

and industry events, such as ‘Børneproducenternes Dag’ (DR industry day for producers of 

children’s content) where DR tells external production companies about their aims in the cur-

rent and future slate of productions (DR, 2019). 
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The case study builds on recent studies of television production and theories of co-

creation to analyse how the DR Ultra approach to production can be regarded as a fruitful way 

of already giving the intended audience both a sense of agency and a voice during the early 

stages of making new programmes. The article ends by discussing how these current elements 

of collaboration are now widely regarded as a crucial part of creating quality content for chil-

dren by both commissioners and practitioners in the Ultra production framework even though 

this kind of involvement can be costly, time consuming and lead to creative challenges. 

 

Producing Television Fiction for Children in an Age of Abundance 

While Danish public service broadcasting in the 2010s gained international attention due to the 

interest in Nordic noir, serial fiction targeted at children and adolescents has attracted very 

limited attention among international audiences as well as academic researchers (Redvall, 

2020). Apart from animation, small nation children’s content rarely travels. One reason for this 

is that the potential target audience is limited in numbers. Another is that there is often little 

prestige and limited income related to these productions. Moreover, live action fiction for chil-

dren and young audiences is more challenging to dub or subtitle, and there can also be chal-

lenges related to the cultural specificity of the productions (Potter, 2015, 2018; Steemers, 

2010).  

As analysed by Anna Potter, live action children’s content is currently still harder to 

produce in several national contexts. As an example, she highlights how this expensive genre 

became increasingly vulnerable in many countries during the 2010s due to the fragmentation 

of young audiences, globalisation and de-funding of some public service broadcasters (Potter, 

2017a; 2017b). However, producing live action children’s fiction is still of great importance. 

This is not only because it offers content and cultural representations to national public service 

audiences, but also because it provides foreign audiences the opportunity to see different kinds 

of childhoods on screen and encounter stories from other parts of the world (as discussed by 

Sakr and Steemers in relation to children’s TV and digital media in the Arab world, 2017; see 

also their contribution in this issue). From a policy perspective, locally produced content is also 

often regarded as important for sustaining a sense of citizenship and cultural representation 

(Potter and Steemers, 2017: 7). 

In the Nordic countries, the partnership developed under the name of Nordvision has 

ensured strong collaboration and programme exchange between the Nordic public service 

broadcasters since 1959. A cornerstone in this collaboration has always been content for young 
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audiences. This has helped create strong Nordic networks for producing and exchanging chil-

dren’s content. Accordingly, while Danish children’s television is rather invisible in the inter-

national television landscape, it has a long tradition and retains a firm position nationally and 

regionally, both with regard to fiction and factual content. 

As in all other countries, the emergence of new global platforms and streaming services 

has led to fierce competition for the time and attention of children and young audiences. In 

Denmark, the changing media landscape resulted in the establishment of the children’s channel 

DR Ramasjang in 2009, targeting children aged 3 to 10 (in 2020 Ramasjang’s target audience 

was changed to 4-8-year-olds). In 2013, DR Ultra launched for the 7-12-year-olds in order to 

deliver more age-appropriate content for older kids (in 2020, Ultra’s target audience was 

changed to 9-14-year-olds). This strategy has helped ensure that DR still has a firm place in 

the awareness of Danish children. In 2019, DR reached more than 90% of the 4-8-year-olds 

and just over 80% of the children aged 9 to 14 on a weekly basis (DR, 2019). 

Despite the long and strong tradition of children’s television in Denmark, only a few 

scholarly studies on the subject are available (e.g. Christensen, 2006; 2013; Jensen, 2013; Sahl, 

2013). The general media use of children and young audiences has received widespread atten-

tion (e.g. Drotner, 1999; Johansen and Larsen, 2019), but there has been little focus on their 

use of fiction, even though fictional content is highly popular among tweens and teens. An 

exception is Mads Møller Tommerup Andersen’s work on the strategies of DR’s youth channel 

DR3 (2019) which analysed the challenges related to producing innovative youth content in a 

fragmented media landscape. Research such as this points to the value of scholars investigating 

the lessons learned from past hits as well as failures and trying to synthesise ideas of best 

practice in industries that often have limited time for self-reflection or nuanced knowledge 

exchange. 

There is a great value in studying the production of children’s content as well as high-

end drama and comparing strategies between broadcasters and across borders, particularly dur-

ing a time when broadcasters are struggling to find the best ways to produce affordable and 

attractive material for – in the tongue-in-cheek words of legendary DR children’s television 

commissioner Mogens Vemmer – ‘the worst viewers in the world’ (2006). Children are curious 

first movers, both with regard to technology and storytelling strategies. You need to know your 

game to stay ahead. 

A major challenge related to the production of fiction for children has always been that 

the target audience is limited; the price per eyeball easily gets high when you are, for instance, 

only trying to reach 7-12-year-olds in the Danish population, equivalent of 389,820 individuals 
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in total (Danmarks Statistik, 2020). Even license-fee financed public service broadcasters thus 

have to carefully consider how to develop content that can be efficiently shot on reasonable 

budgets. As we will discuss in relation to the production strategies of Ultra and other Scandi-

navian broadcasters, much has recently happened in this regard when trying to develop low-

budget, long-running formats in new collaborations with children. 

All of this has gone rather unnoticed until the success of the hit youth series SKAM 

(2015–2017, NRK) made scholars focus more on fiction for young audiences (e.g. Sundet, 

2017; 2019; Bengtsson et al., 2018; Redvall, 2018) and Scandinavian broadcasters became 

more confident that one can produce content for this audience with national as well as interna-

tional potential. As emphasised in the research on SKAM, the somewhat surprising success of 

the series did not come out of nowhere (Sundet, 2017). The Norwegian public service broad-

caster NRK built on the lessons learned from creating previous online teen dramas such as Sara 

(2008–2009), MIA (2010–2012) and Jenter/Girls (2013–2018). Establishing successful and 

sustainable new ways of storytelling and producing takes time, and while there is no one recipe 

for how to go about this, much can be learned from studying what broadcasters, producers and 

practitioners regard as the strengths and weaknesses of particular approaches. SKAM kept being 

mentioned as an inspiring case in our research interviews, and as we will now move on to 

discuss, many of the fundamental ideas behind the SKAM production framework about how to 

best make relevant content for young audiences are similar to the Ultra attempts of trying to 

listen more carefully to children and involving them more closely in the making of content for 

them.  

 

Listening to Audience Needs and Aiming for Co-creation in Television Production 

There are many different definitions and concepts of co-creation; however, most scholars agree 

that the notion is based on some form of interaction between an organisation and its customers, 

stakeholders or competitors (Akhilesh, 2017: 2-3). Interaction can be achieved by collaborating 

on developing new offerings, the sharing of knowledge or exchange of ideas, and co-creation 

takes shape in various ways depending on the industry in which it is situated (Potts et al., 2008). 

In this article, we approach co-creation according to the definition of Roser et al. They describe 

co-creation as an ‘active, creative and social process, based on collaboration  between produc-

ers and users’ (Roser et al., 2009: 9) linked by modes of interactive platforms (such as physical 

or virtual meetings) (Akhilesh, 2017: 3). This allows the participant to be part of an organisa-

tion’s value chain and thus provides ‘benefits to both the participants (such as fulfillment, so-

cialization) and the organization (creation of ideas, expansion, innovation).’ (2017: 14). We 
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analyse this partnership in relation to a particular case and focus on the value of co-creative 

strategies for the DR Ultra production framework rather than for the participating children. 

While scholars such as Henry Jenkins have convincingly outlined potential benefits of ‘partic-

ipatory culture’ for children, e.g. the development of skills that are needed in society at large 

(Jenkins, 2009), we would need more data on children’s perceptions of the Klassen set-up to 

discuss this aspect in more detail. 

As discussed in the literature on co-creation, there can be many different strengths and 

weaknesses when trying to form a dialogue with intended consumers from the outset and in-

viting them to take part in the actual production process. An often-cited reason for starting to 

co-create is increased competition, since this forces organisations to pay more attention to the 

needs and demands of their customers in order to grow and survive in a market (Akhilesh, 

2017: 2). This perhaps seems obvious to scholars working in the fields of business develop-

ment, sales strategies or marketing management, but has received remarkably little attention 

from a film and TV studies’ perspective. However, the past years have seen both scholars and 

industry practitioners attempting to work more closely with exploring the preferences of their 

audiences and trying to embrace the findings in their productions. This has not the least been 

the case in relation to young audiences who – as digital natives – are looking for content in 

many places other than their national public service broadcasters. 

As Jenkins (2006) emphasises, convergence should only partly be understood as tech-

nical changes; rather convergence needs to be conceptualised as changed relations between 

consumers and technology and thus as a cultural as much as a technological shift. It is not 

unusual to ask television viewers what they want or facilitate interaction through dialogue-

enabling devices such as smartphones or tablets (e.g. Enli, 2012; Sandvik, 2018). This often 

happens within transmission of live events like sports or light entertainment, and many public 

service broadcasters experiment with new ways to use the abilities of social media to engage 

audiences in different ways (Van Dijk and Poell, 2015). In television drama production it is 

common to conduct extensive desk research, research interviews or even perform episode ‘re-

ality checks’ with people with real-life experiences of the topics covered. However, due to 

financial pressures, time management issues or simply given matters of human resources, wide-

spread research and lengthy development processes are sometimes regarded as a luxury and 

interaction with the imagined audience has traditionally not played a significant role in this 

process. 

All broadcasters use various ways of testing programmes. In the 2010s, Scandinavian 

public service broadcasters like NRK and DR still put greater emphasis on trying to test ideas 
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before their implementation by working with particular models and methods for idea develop-

ment and assessment. NRK has used the so-called NABC method for several years when de-

veloping drama for children and young viewers as well as in other departments (Sundet, 2017; 

2019; Redvall 2018). NABC is an abbreviation for Need, Approach, Benefits and Competition 

which make up the elements of a systematic approach for exploring the intended audience for 

a new product or service developed by the Stanford Research Institute (SRI). Need concerns 

the exploration of a distinct customer need to be rectified by a new product; Approach ad-

dresses how the new product should be designed, distributed and promoted to customers; Ben-

efits relate to what customers are supposed to gain from the product, while Competition inves-

tigates possible rival products in the lives of the potential consumers (Carlson and Wilmot, 

2006). 

SKAM was developed using elements of the NABC method, with showrunner Julie An-

dem and social media manager and producer Mari Magnus spending substantial amounts of 

time carefully investigating the living conditions and concerns of its intended viewers; 16-year-

old Norwegian girls. The intimate knowledge of the target audience has continuously been 

highlighted as a major reason for the series’ success. SKAM also worked with other forms of 

dialogue with the audience by listening to the fan response on social media and incorporating 

examples of fan art into the series (for example Petersen and Sundet, 2019). It is hard to under-

estimate the impact of SKAM on the Scandinavian television industries where numerous indus-

try events have focused on the strategies chosen by Andem and her team (for example Redvall, 

2017a). However, besides SKAM’s detailed research and innovative distribution strategy, the 

series is still an example of a rather traditional production process where a creative practitioner 

draws on extensive research and filters it through their artistic lens to create the best drama 

possible. As a contrast, the following case study of Klassen analyses how a process of co-

creation can involve children and their ideas and input through all stages of production. This 

feedback is also filtered and evaluated by screenwriters, directors and producers, but the voices 

of children are continuously present in the production framework. 

 

The Strategy behind DR Ultra’s Fiction for 7-12-year-old Children 

At the launch of DR Ultra in 2012, DR's Director-General Maria Rørbye Rønn indicated that 

the channel’s primary mission was imbedded in the chosen name since ‘ultra’ means ‘some-

thing extra’. The ambition was ‘to explore new ways of making children's television’ in a num-

ber of different ways and genres (Berså, 2012). One example of this is Ultra’s venture into 

producing the award-winning news programme Ultra Nyt (2013-now), which was granted the 
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UNICEF award 2019 for providing ‘“real” news to children in a fake-news time delivered on 

platforms and in formats that address the target audience in an engaging and innovative way’ 

(UNICEF, 2019). 

According to commissioning editor at DR Ultra from 2014 to 2020, Jonas Kryger Han-

sen, producing Danish-speaking fiction for children was a vital part of the channel’s DNA from 

the outset. While non-fiction formats such as providing age-appropriate news are important, 

fictional formats offer a way to address and reflect themes that have value for Ultra’s target 

audience in other ways. Furthermore, fiction in the Danish language constitutes a key compet-

itive edge in Ultra’s attempt to reach the young audience in an age of content abundance (Han-

sen, 2018; personal communication, March 2020). 

The overall mission for Ultra’s fiction is to have a particular Danish perspective in both 

themes and settings compared to the international competition by focusing on specific as well 

as universal challenges for Danish children in specific locations (Hansen, 2018; personal com-

munication, March 2020). According to Hansen, Ultra aims to create a common frame of ref-

erence and facilitate a dialogue on topics that can possibly improve the well-being of children 

and make them better equipped to be good citizens. Hansen argues that Ultra wants to be ‘the 

ones who know Danish children and young people the best’ (personal communication, March 

2020). This entails trying to get extensive and continuous knowledge about the target audience.  

One way of doing this has been to have a close collaboration between the Ultra com-

missioners and the DR media researchers who conduct in-house analyses of the relationship 

between DR productions and audiences for all DR departments and production units. The pro-

duction of high-end drama, such as Borgen, has been based on testing content in various ways 

for many years, using focus groups and surveys as well as biometric tests (Redvall, 2017b). 

While the DR research on high-end drama has primarily focused on getting feedback on almost 

finished productions, Ultra has been interested in knowing more about the general media use 

and notions of quality among its particular niche audience. One outcome that has guided DR’s 

understanding of what to produce is an analysis presenting what the DR media researchers 

conclude to be the main ingredients of ‘a streaming hit’. They highlight the following seven 

elements (Heiselberg, 2018):  

 

- A great cast 

- A personal mission 

- Something at stake 

- Recognisable situations from the daily lives of the target audience 
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- Elements of fascination 

- Human relations 

- Serial format 

- Multiple episodes 

 

Most of these criteria focus on content in general and would apply to making engaging televi-

sion fiction for all ages, not only for children. However, the points about young audiences 

having a preference for serial formats and multiple episodes is now regarded by Ultra as crucial 

for engaging children with their drama productions (Hansen, 2018; personal communication, 

March 2020). Many children follow numerous YouTubers or vloggers that publish on a daily 

basis and are perceived as a friend that children can regularly check in with. According to 

Hansen, a fiction format from Ultra like Klassen similarly aims at producing a large number of 

episodes and broadcasting/publishing online daily to be a regular event in the life of Danish 

children. 

The call for a high volume of episodes has led to a strategy with two main strands that 

Ultra refers to as ‘A-fiction’ and ‘B-fiction’. ‘A-fiction’ represents the productions with broad 

appeal,  addressing all children in the target group, while Ultra focuses on a niche with their 

‘B-fiction’ such as ‘boys aged 10-12’. In this way, Hansen argues, Ultra tries to produce for 

the many as well as for the few (Hansen, 2018; personal communication, March 2020). Klassen 

is Ultra’s successful example of producing affordable ‘A-fiction’ marked by a highly efficient 

production schedule. We will now briefly introduce the set-up for the series, before analysing 

its different attempts to engage children as co-creators during the pre-production, writing and 

production stages. 

 

Co-creation during the Idea Development and Pre-production of Klassen 

Klassen follows the everyday lives of children in sixth grade (generally 12-year-olds) at an 

ordinary Danish public school. The episodes last around ten minutes. They were shown on 

broadcast TV on weekday afternoons before Ultra moved online only in January 2020. The 

Klassen episodes have also always been available online and there is an extensive Klassen 

universe with a wide range of accompanying material on the Ultra website, such as pranks and 

short clips with extra scenes (https://www.dr.dk/drtv/serie/klassen_6463). The series itself 

builds on a bought format. The original concept Brugklas (2014-now) was developed for the 

Dutch public service channel AVRO-TROS by the production company Tuvalu Media. The 

Danish production company STV Production pitched the series to Ultra in the spring of 2015 
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and the series was then commissioned. In the spring of 2020, Klassen was in its eighth season 

with 457 episodes altogether. In 2018, 68% of Danish children in the target age group had seen 

one or more episodes on broadcast television or online (Hansen, 2018). The series is thus a 

successful example of appropriating a bought format, with the exception that the original series 

bible did not involve guidelines for how to involve children during the production. These ways 

of working have emerged during the making of the series in the Ultra context.  

 Klassen is an example of Ultra’s strategy of producing what Head of Scripted and For-

mats at the external production company STV Production, Daniel Svarts, calls ‘affordable fic-

tion’ with many episodes (personal communication, February 2020). According to Svarts, one 

of the keys to producing this kind of fiction is to use existing environments to keep expenses 

down and use elements from the real-life settings to your advantage. Accordingly, in a Klassen 

episode, a withered palm tree in the corner of a classroom is not removed, because it is often 

part of the inventory of a typical classroom of a Danish secondary school and ‘this is the reality 

of Danish children’ (Svarts, personal communication, February 2020). As described in the in-

gredients for a streaming hit, Danish children appreciate the sense of recognisable situations 

and settings, and the budget constraints can thus be seen as an advantage in this regard. 

 The development and writing processes are based on different kinds of research. Part 

of the research for Klassen is to draw on expert input from the children’s organisation Red 

Barnet as well as advisors from ‘Børnetelefonen’, a telephone hotline where children can call 

about their problems or concerns. According to Hansen, building on this input is based on a 

deliberate intention to try to address what can be regarded as audience needs (Hansen, 2018; 

personal communication, March 2020). While experts thus contribute valuable knowledge, a 

main intention has also been to not only ask adults what children need fictional stories about, 

but to try to mirror the reality of Danish children from inside the classroom. Hansen explains 

that the ambition is to engage with the kind of dilemmas that no ‘outsider’ could be aware of. 

The question is, however, how knowledge about these inside dilemmas can be obtained. 

 Hansen describes how it was hard to find the best way to go about this when developing 

Klassen, partly because there was no defined strategy or previous experiences with trying to 

get continuous input from children into the production framework. The first approach was to 

basically try to get any form of input, and the strategy ‘was developed along the way by finding 

out what worked and what did not’ (Hansen, personal communication, March 2020). Andrea 

Buch Aasholm worked as the first ‘user involvement project manager’ for Klassen and agrees 

that the early endeavors into gaining more detailed knowledge about suitable dilemmas and 

content for Klassen was marked by being ‘minor experiments here and there, not necessarily 
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anchored in a fixed strategy’ (Aasholm, personal communication, December 2019). As dis-

cussed in literature on co-creation (e.g. Ramaswamy and Gouillart, 2010; Gouillart 2011), it 

can be time-consuming to find the right ways to manage co-creative initiatives, and all our 

interviewees agree that it took an effort to find the right form for how to involve children in the 

Klassen set-up. 

The first attempts by the creators of Klassen were mostly to talk to children to get input 

for episodes. When material had been produced, later initiatives to encourage user involvement 

was to go ‘on tour’ to several schools to get feedback from children on ideas and possible 

storylines. Hansen and Aasholm describe how the Klassen ‘on tour’ concept built on presenting 

eleven open episodes for the forthcoming season to around 6,000 children at selected secondary 

schools around Denmark. The screenwriters for the season were part of the tour, ensuring that 

they not only got the feedback, but also met with the children, saw their schools and felt the 

energy and atmosphere when they were together. According to one of the screenwriters of 

Klassen, Toke Westmark Steensen, this gave valuable input for the writing process where he 

as a writer could also specifically ask detailed questions rather than only reading more general 

research on the media use of children or general preferences in terms of content or storylines. 

As an example, he mentions a storyline about a boy being in love with a girl who only wants 

to be friends. Who had tried that? How does one deal with that? How does one deal with unre-

quited love, rejection or jealousy in sixth grade? (Steensen, personal communication, Decem-

ber 2019).  

While the first school tours were first and foremost a way to learn more about Danish 

children and their everyday dilemmas and environments, the school meetings also became a 

forum where children engaged with the concept of Klassen in very direct ways. Many children 

began to have well-established perceptions of ‘good ideas’ for the series, and while the school 

meetings were a conducive framework to meet their thoughts on this, they also became a way 

to facilitate a sense of a fan community and create excitement about taking part in the creation 

of the series. Although the first school tours were thus more about general research, they be-

came larger meetings in which children were invited to feel that they were actively contributing 

to the series and that their specific ideas had the chance to make it onto the screen, allowing 

for a clear sense of co-creation and even a sense of ownership. 

Organising these kinds of school meetings is both costly and time-consuming. Aasholm 

who was in charge of these meetings finds that there was some skepticism towards the value 

generated by this effort at the beginning, not the least among the screenwriters who wondered 

whether the children would bring something worthwhile to the table. However, this criticism 
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gradually faded due to a willingness to adapt when the writers discovered the importance of, 

for example, understanding that 12-year-olds ‘don’t dream of going on a date in Paris – they 

dream of trampoline parks and eating French fries with friends’ (Aasholm, personal communi-

cation, December 2019). Aasholm argues that this kind of input helped the writers fundamen-

tally understand children’s thoughts, needs and dreams in a more nuanced way, and having this 

knowledge was also a great help when sometimes having to make quick changes or decisions 

in the fast-paced Klassen framework. Klassen producer Maria Hee Dreyer describes this as an 

‘eye-opener’, emphasising the value of meeting with the intended audience of any production 

beforehand (Dreyer, personal communication, March 2020). Screenwriter Steensen also re-

gards the children’s input as valuable even though it requires sorting through their many ideas 

and finding out what might work in a dramatic setting. Children don’t have a sense of drama-

turgy or the arch for a season, and professional writers have to shape their input for the final 

series (Steensen, personal communication, December 2019). 

Going on tour to schools can be regarded as a rather traditional way to meet and learn 

more about the intended audience for a drama production. This process is in many ways similar 

to conducting extensive research into a target group or using the NABC model when pinpoint-

ing the needs of 16-year-old Norwegian girls, as was the case with SKAM. However, the makers 

of Klassen decided that input during the development of new episodes was not sufficient if the 

series were to not only deal with the relevant subject matter, but also tell the stories in the right 

tone of voice. As a consequence, the production framework gradually started institutionalising 

the co-creation aspect by inviting children to work as ‘junior editors’ during screenwriting and 

production to ensure that the ideas generated were treated in the right way for the intended 

audience. 

 

Co-creation during Screenwriting and Production: Implementing credited ‘junior edi-

tors’ 

According to Aasholm, junior editors were introduced in the production framework to ensure 

that content has relevance and sounds and looks right for Danish children and tweens (Aas-

holm, personal communication, December 2019). A junior editor is typically 10-13 years old 

and is invited to provide feedback on the overall ideas for episodes during idea development 

as well as on specific screenplays. Using junior editors can be regarded as a way to give the 

audience agency. Rather than being one of many children at a school who provide general ideas 

and input, these children are chosen to take part in the professional production process and 

even get a credit on the series. They are engaging with material that the producers and writers 
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have selected for use and asked to take part as co-creators to make sure that the adults don’t 

mess things up by approaching the original ideas in wrong ways. As screenwriter Steensen puts 

it, involving children in this way is a tool to avoid being ‘Uncle Swag’: 

 

Many writers and also directors of children’s television use the concept of ‘Uncle 

Swag’. This refers to when we think we know – or particularly when producers and 

commissioners think they know – what children care about or try to use expressions 

that we think children use and then it just goes terribly wrong because adults can’t 

pretend to be children. You have to accept the fact that you will never be like the 

children of today and that you can’t pretend. (Steensen, personal communication, 

December 2019). 

 

Steensen finds that junior editors are crucial for helping all adults in the Klassen framework 

understand that being a child today is different from when they were young. When producing 

television drama for children, there can be a tendency to argue that one knows what to do based 

on understanding from one’s own childhood. Junior editors help emphasise that while some 

aspects of being a child remain more consistent, other aspects – such as the media use and 

language of children – change rapidly (Steensen, personal communication, December 2019). 

 The process of using junior editors is normally to have a reading of the suggested 

screenplay together. Aasholm described how she would read the text to the selected children 

and then focus on their immediate responses. This gives an indication of the general level of 

interest or understanding, but following this, there is a discussion where they can develop their 

thoughts and contribute with new ideas. However, the outcome of the dialogue is not neces-

sarily easy to translate into constructive feedback. Aasholm describes an important part of her 

work as filtering the feedback from the junior editors to the writers who are typically not in the 

room. The writers then process this feedback and following this the junior editors have the 

possibility to comment on later drafts of the screenplay in Google Docs, this time also on spe-

cific lines for characters and other details (Aasholm, personal communication, December 

2019). 

 According to Klassen producer Dreyer, the feedback from the junior editors is highly 

valued and respected. Even though it can be an issue that the production sometimes has to wait 

for the feedback, it is worth the extra time. She argues that there is freedom in writing based 

on the input from the junior editors, since ‘it ensures that we never create something that is 
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completely off’ (Dreyer, personal communication, March 2020). From a screenwriting per-

spective, Steensen agrees. Normally, if the children suggest that something should be changed 

or cut it is done; if they can’t follow an idea or storyline there are good reasons for listening 

(Steensen, personal communication, December 2019). Both Hansen and Aasholm 

acknowledge that working with junior editors is expensive, time-consuming and can sometimes 

cause creative challenges, for example if children reject the main ideas of the writers (Aasholm, 

personal communication, December 2019; Hansen, personal communication, March 2020). If 

the storyline is anchored in a concrete element – such as a teacher sending a written note to a 

child – ‘then it falls apart if the junior editors say that children don’t receive notes like this 

anymore. That is not particularly popular feedback since this calls for rethinking a major ele-

ment in a storyline’ (Aasholm, personal communication, December 2019). 

 Though it took some time to find the best way of working with junior editors and in-

corporating their input, this role is now regarded as crucial in the Ultra production framework. 

Ultra now expects producers to use junior editors when commissioning new content (DR, 

2019). Both Aasholm and Steensen argue that while junior editors can be a way to clearly give 

children agency and a sense of ownership, the final creative decisions are always made by the 

writers, directors and producers. However, the input of the children is vital for making sure that 

the ideas generated during the idea development stages are implemented in the right way (Aas-

holm, personal communication, December 2019). Following this implementation, it is also cru-

cial to listen to the children who then comment on whether what was produced worked as 

intended. This brings us to the third stage of listening to children in the Ultra framework by 

continuously asking for their feedback, including when episodes are finished and have been 

aired. 

 

Incorporating Audience Input after Production: Using feedback to influence later story-

telling and episodes  

In many production frameworks, asking audiences about their opinion about a product once it 

is finished is too late; if you produce a feature film there is no point in getting feedback that 

can no longer have an effect on the film. In the DR drama framework, the high-end television 

dramas are only tested when there are almost finalised episodes to screen to test audiences 

during post production, meaning that only minor adjustments can be made in terms of, for 

example, the pace of the storytelling or obscurity of  certain story elements. Sometimes more 

general feedback, for example, about the surprising popularity of a minor character, can feed 
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into later seasons, but most often – with no time or budget to reshoot – only minor changes are 

possible (Redvall, 2017b). 

 Since Klassen produces many episodes on a highly efficient ‘affordable fiction’ sched-

ule, this provides opportunity to include feedback and suggestions from children during a sea-

son. Therefore, it makes sense to carefully trace how the audience is engaging with the series 

‘past production’ and the kind of feedback that is emerging, particularly on social media and 

in comments on the Ultra YouTube channel. As an example, an episode on divorce can lead to 

a range of responses from children about how they have experienced the break-up of their 

parents, generating material for later storylines or even specific dialogue, for instance (as one 

Klassen viewer commented on Instagram) by trying to give the situation a positive spin when 

thinking of now getting two Christmas celebrations and more presents (Hansen, 2018).  

 While this kind of ‘past production feedback’ can generally be about taking the tem-

perature among viewers and fans, the production team can also actively engage with this feed-

back and invite critics to improve what they are finding to be problematic in the series. When 

Klassen produced an episode about the popular computer game Fortnite (2017), several chil-

dren responded that the episode had gotten the essence of the game wrong and the name of the 

game was even pronounced mistakenly since no one on set knew the correct pronounciation. 

As a result, the critical voices were encouraged to teach the makers of Klassen more about 

Fortnite, so that later episodes would portray this trend in the right manner. This is just one 

example of how it can be challenging to keep up with the latest developments in children’s 

culture and how incorporating feedback is valuable in this regard. 

 As an example of what can be regarded as the iterative process of co-creation with 

children in the Ultra framework, some children might suggest an episode on Fortnite at one of 

the school meetings. Since DR is particularly keen on attracting the 7-12-year-old boys who 

have a tendency to favour gaming over Ultra content, this idea is then picked up as a topic for 

a new episode. The writers develop an episode with a potential dilemma/conflict around the 

game which is then read by the junior editors. While they might know a lot about their age-

group, they might not be experts on Fortnite. More traditional desk top research can be done 

in this regard, but the input from the young Fortnite gamers who know this topic better than 

anyone is invaluable. And even though it is annoying when this feedback only arrives once an 

episode has been produced and is criticised for getting it wrong, this feedback allows for hope-

fully getting it right the next time around. 
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 In this way, many people in the Ultra production framework describe the process of 

making Klassen as a constant process of adapting and listening. As Dreyer argues, producing 

the series is about always being aware of all the things that one doesn’t know: 

 

Making Klassen calls for being incredibly humble about what we are making. The 

moment we think that we know all the answers it is time to start asking the children 

again. Then it all starts over since we have no way of keeping up with the children. 

Even as people who are surrounded by children – write about and for children, talk 

to children all the time and spend time in their worlds – we are just always behind. 

Always. It takes quite a bit of self-awareness to know that we will always be hope-

lessly behind – and because of this we have to work extra hard to make content that 

works for them. (Dreyer, personal communication, March 2020). 

 

While co-creation with children can in some instances be regarded as ‘nice to have’, Dreyer’s 

notion of creating strong television drama for children points to how she finds that this is ‘need 

to have’ if one wants to produce relevant content about the everyday life of children today. 

This requires a production framework that prioritises this kind of development and production 

processes and allows the time and budget for taking the element of co-creation seriously during 

all stages of making new programmes.  

 In a similar vein, listening to the input of children can be easier when they are not 

suggesting changes or improvements to what you regard to be a very personal idea. It is al-

ways hard to get critical feedback, but it is less frustrating when the project is approached as a 

collaborative endeavour rather than a production marked by a personal agenda. This conflict 

mirrors some of the challenges that DR drama experienced when moving from producing 

mini-series and one-offs to focusing on long-running seasons of serial drama. Danish screen-

writers had no experience of working in writers’ rooms and were not used to being episode 

writers or to getting their material rewritten. Learning how to write television drama as a 

team took time, and DR deliberately participated in establishing a ‘TV term’ at the National 

Film School of Denmark where writers and producers could learn this particular way of 

working (Redvall, 2015). 

 The framework for writing and producing high-end fiction at DR changed remarkably 

in the 2000s, and Klassen can similarly be regarded as having pioneered new ways of working 

in Danish children’s television. Aasholm and Hansen find that it has been hard work to insist 

on involving children during all stages in production and appreciate how everyone at Ultra now 



  17 
 

seems to acknowledge this co-creation strategy as the best framework for making engaging 

everyday drama. As highlighted in the literature on co-creation, severe competition often en-

tails listening more attentively to your customers when trying to innovate and create new suc-

cessful strategies. Klassen is an interesting example of trying to do just that. 

 

Concluding Remarks: Making co-creative television drama not only for, but also with 

children 

As emphasised by media scholars Casie Hermansson and Janet Zeperncik, children’s film 

and television ‘are for youth and frequently about youth but are seldom produced and often 

not procured by youth’ (2018: 1). Technological changes are starting to challenge this, with 

children and young audiences beginning to produce a range of content on their own in vari-

ous online formats. While most of this content is not in the professional realm, it often finds 

dedicated followers among their peers, and the many new players and platforms are in fact 

competitors for the traditional film and television industries.  

The case study of Klassen has shown how trying to involve children more closely in 

creating content seems conducive in many ways, not only to ensure that what and how some-

thing is told seem relevant and appealing to children of today, but also to create a sense of 

participation and ownership among the intended viewers and fans. Klassen has deliberately 

worked on engaging its 7-12-year-old audience from the outset, not merely by taking an idea 

from a school session and writing it up, but by continuously bringing the reworking of that 

idea back to the intended audience to safeguard that the production team is developing and 

interpreting it in a constructive way. As suggested by Klassen screenwriter Steensen, there 

can be many ideas about what constitutes good content for children. Often, this leads to more 

or less embarrassing ‘Uncle Swag’ attempts to try to appeal to them, based on the belief that 

one ‘digs’ what they like and by trying to be ‘street’. However, the children are the ones who 

know their current concerns or trends best, and the case study illustrates how they are happy 

to engage when they feel that they are being taken seriously. 

Even if it takes time and effort to include their voice and input all the way through 

production, Ultra has decided that it is worthwhile. Present DR Ultra fiction commissioner 

Andreas Bo Bræmer Jensen notes that a fixed, however constantly evolving, model for co-

creation has now been implemented, based on the positive experiences from the Klassen 

setup. He emphasises that no one should ever think that they have figured the Ultra target au-

dience out, but should remain humble and open when trying to maintain a dialogue with them 

(Jensen, personal communication, March 2021). This is not least the case when venturing into 
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producing for the 13- and 14-year-olds with the extended target audience for the ‘online only’ 

universe in the 2020s. Inviting children to not just be idea contributors but also credited co-

creators as junior editors in the Ultra framework is a clear example of acknowledging that 

producing engaging children’s content in the current media landscape calls for expert assis-

tance – not only from media researchers or child psychologists, but also from the children 

themselves. Their input has an impact on the quality of what is produced and the response at 

the school meetings and on social media points to how it also facilitates a sense of agency 

and ownership in relation to the content produced among the children who are invited to co-

create. 

The ambition to create a similar sense of co-creation now marks other Ultra produc-

tions, and there seems to be a general move towards involving children more actively in pro-

ductions, also outside the public service television framework. As an example, 2020 saw the 

emergence of several series by writer and director Jonas Risvig who insists on making con-

tent for teenagers in a constant collaboration with them. His series CENTRUM (2020) about 

teenage lives during the COVID-19 pandemic, shot and broadcast during Denmark’s lock-

down in the spring of 2020, illustrated how remarkable low-budget content can be created 

with a sense of both intimacy and urgency when the production team has direct access to the 

thoughts and feedback of the young audience members and also continuously communicates 

with them on the series’ YouTube channel (Christensen and Redvall, 2020).  

The Reaching Young Audiences research project plans to investigate this develop-

ment and many other aspects related to the production of children’s television in more detail 

in the coming years, by not only conducting production analysis with exclusive informants 

(as with this case study), but also using extensive qualitative audience research where chil-

dren get a clearer voice in the scholarly analysis. There are many excellent reasons for listen-

ing more to children and young audiences, among practitioners in television production as 

well as among academics in film and television scholarship. 
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