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the community of enquiry between early 
years settings in Calderdale as a subset 
of the Creative Partnerships Programme 
in West Yorkshire. The programme 
supported Calderdale’s action plan aim 
to “strengthen the provision of creative 
development in early years settings.” 

An exhibition showcasing work and 
documentation of the work in process 
was held at The Piece Hall in Halifax 
and a celebratory event was open to all 
involved and their friends and families. 
The exhibition enabled the settings to 
share the achievements of the children, 
staff and creative teams involved with 
parents, friends and family. As well as 
sharing the children’s work visually, it 
gave children an opportunity to revisit 
their projects, reflecting on them further 
and describing their experiences to 
others.

‘Early years practitioners’, ‘teachers’ 
and ‘staff’ describes the professionals 
working within the settings themselves. 

Each setting was a children’s centre, 
some of which were attached to  
schools. Each became an Enquiry 
School, using enquiry-based learning as 
part of CapeUK’s Creative Partnerships3  
programme. During the planning stages, 
the Creative Agent, Children’s Centre 
Teacher and Creative Practitioner 
thought about an ‘Enquiry Question’ 
and devised a project to help explore 
possible answers to that question. 
Reflection time was used to discuss the 
outcomes and meaning of the activities 
and processes involved, between the 
practitioners, staff and children.

CapeUK, a leading creative research 
and development agency, worked  
in partnership with the Early Years 
Learning Consultants to develop  
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http://threadscalderdale.wordpress.com/
http://www.facebook.com/joevankap
http://threadscalderdale.wordpress.com/
http://threadscalderdale.wordpress.com/
http://www.rhythmbridge.com/
www.manasamitra.com
http://www.earlyarts.co.uk/
http://www.capeuk.org/
http://danforster.co.uk/
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Background 
The children of Jubilee Children’s Centre come from an area of extreme poverty and 
high deprivation. The Centre has a very diverse population with 25% of children 
with English as a second language, and a further 25% whose heritages span 
Asian, Africa and Eastern Europe. Jubilee wanted a project that could help develop 
language and interaction through creative processes. They asked...

One Creative Practitioner
• “Sensitive to staff’s needs and

experiences; when using materialswe hadn’t used before (e.g. clay)she held a training day for us
and explained what was going to happen so we were more preparedfor the project. We got a chance tobe creative and realise there’s noright or wrong.”

• “Someone new, free from normalrestraints with different ideas.”
• “A key person driving it forward,keeping things motivated.”

Plenty of time
• For building trust: “in the beginningthe magpie puppet worked really well, they enjoyed chatting to it andfelt differently towards chatting to Magpie than they did towards eachother or staff. They felt easy aboutbeing familiar with Magpie, they daubed clay on his head and fedhim.”

• For following children’s leads “I feltpressured to work quickly at times and on reflection would have takenit all slower. When I was bored I
wanted to change the materials
over but I saw if they were left
out for longer the children still
continued to engage with them.”

“How can the visual arts develop 
speech, language and communication 
in the Early Years, especially where 
English is an additional language?”

Method
Staff worked with artist Shelagh Whitehead who introduced work through a CPD day 
before beginning work with children around ‘The Magpie’s Treasure Hunt’. Magpie 
was a puppet introduced to the children to explore the themes of objects and 
collecting, and to attempt to break down language and confidence barriers. Children 
loved Magpie and became excited about every visit. Over time Magpie appeared 
less and Shelagh stepped in more. They relished the chance to explore, collect and 
play with materials and objects, questioning what they were about, bringing their 
own special objects in from home, and describing these processes in a story-telling 
fashion to other children and staff involved. Parents became involved through staff’s 
involvement and the excited responses of the children. One lead member of staff 
ensured all the other staff were also able to join in and benefit.

• 12 weeks

• 24 sessions

• 18 children

• 19 staff

• One Magpie

• Range of special objects

and materials for 

constructing a home for

Magpie

• 1 storytelling artist

Ingredients

Secret Ingredients
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1. Blossoming language

“The materials have been left out all 
week for children and staff to carry on 
playing with. If you let things happen 
language starts occurring.” 

“We were ready to refer one child to a 
speech therapist as she was so slow 
to talk but now she’s really talking. 
Mum has said even at home she’s 
gone from one word to having whole 
conversations.” 

“Lots of children go into telling stories/
narratives around their play and this 
was where the practitioners could draw 
out speech and language. If you let 
things happen naturally that’s when 
language starts occurring, the children 
want to tell you what they are doing.” 

“The clay worked really well for the EAL 
children as they could just experience 
the kinaesthetic learning, mirroring 
actions, they didn’t have enough 
English language to engage verbally.”

Children’s learning and development key:

1. Thinking big

“We’ve got lots of ideas, and more 
confidence to work big. We mixed 
medias up which would never have 
done before, such as clay, charcoal, 
pastels, objects.” 

“ Staff can now see that a huge pile of 
clay is not a mess but a starting point 
for engaging.” 

“ The way the children have moved 
round the space has linked up the 
different areas (creative, reading, etc.) 
and developed the confidence to make 
choices. It’s broken down our safety 
first attitude.”

2. Growing social and critical skills

“Enthusiasm, engagement, passion, 
parents have come in and joined in, 
children have been using what they’ve 
done back at home and become more 
confident.” 

“They can choose, they’ve been 
involved or not involved, as a result 
their confidence has grown and they’ve 
blossomed emotionally, they’re more 
able to make their own decisions and 
to move from one materials to another 
or to transfer their play from inside to 
outside – they can make connections.” 

“As the weeks went on we looked 
around and the children were all so 
busy doing it themselves that we didn’t 
need to be there!”

Children’s learning and development key:

2. Creativity and risk

“Throughout this journey I have learnt 
that the most important thing is to 
encourage [early years] practitioners 
to believe they have the capacity to 
be creative, that it is innate in us all. 
Holding the space for that to occur was 
sometimes difficult, to continue taking 
risks, getting it ‘wrong’ was intrinsic to 
the process. How could I expect others 
to do that without going through that 
process myself? If we as adults can be 
brave and play, trust ourselves, then so 
can the children we care for.”

Results: Children’s Version Results: Adults’ Version
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“ Anne (setting practitioner) is going to 
run a parent ‘Stay and Play’ once a 
fortnight.”

“ Needs a lead person and they need 
to be motivated, and we need time to 
keep reflecting, otherwise it goes dead.”

“ We need to think about how to re-route 
budgets from other areas; clay play and 
creativity can still meet objectives from 
other areas of funding.”

“ It’s been hard to change the culture 
of rules and regimes which is not so 
akin to creative approaches which 
encourage flow; [there is] now some 
structure in the free flow of each day 
which is great and so much more  
based in pedagogy.”

“ We’re putting open-ended planning and 
big spaces into our new outdoor area.”

“ Artists left things here every week for 
us to carry things on in between, we’re 
building those into story corner too.”

“ Project was included in Ofsted visit: 
‘When I wore my wolf suit the week 
Ofsted were in and danced with the 
children they were all laughing. The 
children loved it.’”

Proof of the Pudding

“Don’t try too hard to get

an outcome, don’t have 

expectations 
in your head,

there is such 
a wide range 

of ages and abilities here
 we

don’t know what the children

will do.”

“We used images to identify new

skills all the time, so we could

see creative development being 

immersed all the time and 

how it led to new language

developing as we were 

describing new processes.”

“We’ve been able to highlightissues that have made it work i.e. planning together, pinpointing need and responseto need, and the need to stretch out time to enablethings to work well.”

“We felt like it was never 
going to start at the 
beginning of the project 
with so many meetings 
and training, and it was 
a bit scary – unfamiliar 
sometimes, but it gave 
everyone chance to be 
prepared and planned.”

“We need time for slow learning, the artist being here for 12 weeksallowed for this to happen.”

“It was great to have time
to get to know the artists

beforehand so we could all hit
the ground running.”

“Asking parents to bring in messy clothing for their children can help reassure them about what their children are doing.”

Top Tips
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Background 
At Innovations Children’s Centre, which is located in an elevated position with 
stunning views of the countryside, there is a large proportion of boys at the centre 
(70%). In this project staff wanted to reach out and explore the environment with the 
children. They hoped to include parents and particularly some of the dads who use 
the adjoining allotment. They asked...

“How can we use our outdoor 
environment and natural materials 
to support children’s and adults’ 

creative collaborations?”

Method
Joe the environmental or ‘permaculture’2 practitioner, worked with babies and 
toddlers in separate groups exploring natural materials indoors and out. Sessions 
explored different materials and children’s responses to using them and making 
things. Bread-making encouraged children to measure, mix, stir, bake and eat, 
exploring textures, weights and turn-taking. Making natural paints enabled children 
to test the properties of grass, sticks and chalks and decide how they wanted to 
apply them. Large quantities of clay were 
brought in to handle and helped children 
understand about taking turns, helping  
others and making things. The site supervisor 
for the centre surprised everyone by 
becoming involved and making an outdoor 
kiln to fire pots in. Staff wanted very much  
to go on a journey into the unknown with 
each other, the children and parents.

2“The word ‘permaculture’ comes from ‘permanent 
agriculture’ and ‘permanent culture’ - it is about 
living lightly on the planet, and making sure 
that we can sustain human activities for many 
generations to come, in harmony with nature. 
Permanence is not about everything staying 
the same. It’s about stability, about deepening 
soils and cleaner water, thriving communities in 
self-reliant regions, biodiverse agriculture and 
social justice, peace and abundance” http://www.
permaculture.org.uk/knowledge-base/basics, 
accessed on 0-1/08/11

The involvement of everyone
• “All the staff were involved

including the site supervisor whohelped build the kiln and develop the garden. It was good to have amale role model involved.”
• “There were three rooms, each withthree or four staff. Key people in each room embraced the project. Children and staff worked togetherand the programme was deliveredin a flexible way to accommodatethe daily routine and staff rotas.”

Free, local materials and resources
• “The outside space has been

claimed. The artist’s ethos of
recycling, using natural materials, what’s around you, experimenting,being conscious of the seasons
and being creative has been
adopted by the children and staff.”

• “Hopefully we won’t immediately reach for the arts catalogue in thefuture!”

• 12 weeks

• 12 sessions

• 1 professional

development event

• 4 teachers

• 60 children

• Large lump of clay

• Outside spaces

• 1 Environmental artist

Ingredients

Secret Ingredients

The Angel’s Image Photography

http://www.permaculture.org.uk/knowledge-base/basics, accessed on 0-1/08/11
http://www.permaculture.org.uk/knowledge-base/basics, accessed on 0-1/08/11
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1. Excitable energies constructively
channelled

“Some of the boys can be boisterous 
and overwhelming. This project 
encouraged a sharing and turn-taking 
approach. Gradually children helped 
each other and understood the notion 
of sharing. Children responded well, 
their social skills improved. One boy’s 
behaviour was improved by giving him 
the role of lifting the heavy clay and 
demonstrating the task. Behaviour was 
much improved during the creative 
programme and significantly no 
Incident Forms were completed during 
the project. The creative skills staff 
acquired have been used to deflect 
potential problems with behaviour, 
especially between the boys.”

Children’s learning and development key:

1. A shared experience

“Having to work on a big project 
where we needed everyone’s strengths 
enabled us to big-up everyone’s 
positive skills. We increased our 
learning capabilities and strengths 
by looking after each other. We were 
always talking, explaining, encouraging, 
exploring; constantly sharing 
knowledge, skills, resources and 
disasters! We learned how to  
be resilient.”

2. Making and exploring

“Child-led methods were included like 
what materials to use, they were able to 
control the work and were keen to work 
on a large scale.” 

“They began describing things such as 
flowers they wanted to use in a collage 
or their interest in the bread making  
and tasting.” 

“There is a construction yard next door 
and one boy made his own wall with 
bricks.” 

“They made and ate bread.” 

“They did natural paint making out of 
grass, chalk and clay which led to them 
painting the poles outside, which led 
in turn to bigger paint mixing sessions 
ending up in the transformation of their 
outdoor castle. Their site supervisor 
ended up making a kiln for them to fire 
their own pots with the clay.”

Children’s learning and development key:

2. Helping staff flourish

“Managing the work-life balance and 
being happy, I’ve found being creative 
is a big part of this” 

“It’s been empowering, reassuring to 
know that I do know things about this 
and have opinions of ideas to offer as 
part of Early Years Foundation Stage 
reviews.”

Results: Children’s Version Results: Adults’ Version
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The	Creative	Practitioner	worked

with	staff	first	to	introduce	the	

ideas	and	some	of	the	materials	

the	centre	would	be	working	

with,	building	familiarity,	trust

and	understanding.

Creativity	needs	advocating,	sometimes	

the	languag
e	it	uses	needs	translating	into

	

language	st
aff	can	understand	in	order	for

it	to	be	em
bedded	into	their	

work.

Communication	was

honest,	open,	clear	

and	regular	between

all	the	patterns.

The	Creative	Practitioner

would	like	to	have	spent

more	time	observing	

children	and	staff	prior	to

delivery	to	get	a	fl
avour	

of	the	setting.	Sha
dowing

the	staff	would	have	

illustrated	the	structure

of	the	daily	routine.	

	The	programme	
was	flexible	to	
accommodate	
staff	rotas	and	the	
daytime	routine.

Reflection time was switched from 
a busy lunchtime to a separate 

quiet space in the nursery.

A generic and condensed 
photo-consent form would 

have saved time rather than 
repeating several forms.

A launch day helped
set the tone for

everyone involved.

Top Tips • Some staff will become ‘creative
mentors’ for future projects in this vein.

• Permanent reminders like the Willow
Dome, annual plants and a new garden
area will be a lasting legacy and
encourage staff to carry on the good
work; “The willow wigwam, geraniums,
mint, blackcurrants, strawberries and
wild meadow area will add longevity
and stir memories for the children.”

• The setting is looking for funding to
contract the Creative Practitioner for
further sessions.

• Lead staff want to retain the confidence
to keep the vision.

• Staff feel more confident to feed into
Early Years Foundation Stage reviews.

• Being creative is helping staff feel
happier at work.

• The project was highlighted in the
setting’s Self Evaluation Form provided
to Ofsted.

Proof of the Pudding
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Background 
Siddall Children’s Centre is based in a predominantly white area and the centre staff 
wanted children to become more familiar with, and appreciative of, different cultures. 
They wanted to encourage parents to join in, and to increase their own creative 
skills. They asked...

“How will a glimpse into another culture 
enhance children’s personal, social and 
emotional development and wellbeing?”

Method
Staff and artists planned together over three sessions. Initial plans changed from 
working with two and three year olds, to working with three and four year olds once 
the activities started and staff could see how the project would fit with the age 
ranges. A small focus group of children was identified though both they, and other 
children, were free to join or leave activities as they pleased. Two artists worked 
across the different artforms, helping children to experience different styles and 
explore South Asian heritage though costume, music, 
dance and story activities and explorations. Staff 
continued creative activities between the sessions, 
particularly the visual art. The project ended with 
a cultural celebration as part of the school royal 
wedding family celebration where families came to 
experience some of the music and dance activities 
that the children had been involved with. 

• 16 weeks

• 10 sessions

• 12 children

• 5 staff
• 2 South Asian artists; a

story teller/dancer; and

musician/artist

• 1 mysterious, magical

peacock

Ingredients Risk taking

• Staff were unsure how children
would respond to people and
activities that could have been
so unfamiliar to them.

• The artists employed had never
worked with early years children
before.

• Each was open to the unexpected
and ready to learn and adapt along
the way.

Vibrancy

• Staff and artists wanted to immerse
the children in a rich sensory
experience engaging all their
senses and providing a range
of opportunities in the hope all
children would discover something
individually attractive and special in
the work.

• The project was alive with
‘newness’ for all involved which
led to a discovery of vocabulary as
words like ‘peacock’ and the South
Asian relevance of the bird were
explored.

Secret Ingredients
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1. Places and spaces to be inquisitive

“Children had had the opportunity 
to think, ask questions and discuss 
cultures while doing something else; it 
was a non-threatening environment to 
ask questions and reinforce learning for 
children where direct questions often 
don’t work.” 

“During an arts session children asked 
us lots of questions like, where do we 
sleep – India or England? And personal 
questions like where do we come 
from?” 

“Once the children picked up the South 
Asian dancers’ names they had no 
problem remembering them; if children 
experience unfamiliar things, they 
become familiar.”

Children’s learning and development key:

1. The artist’s experience

“The artists brought vibrancy and 
excitement to the children in 
tremendous amounts though they 
had not worked with early years 
children before and reflected, “To 
keep the children engaged at such a 
young age we needed patience, it’s 
all about expression, about becoming 
part of their world, to see it from their 
perspective. We needed lots of things 
to do; plan a, b, c, d, always to have a 
contingency. The contingency became 
better as we became better informed. 
We came with a car full of stuff! We 
want to do more early years work now.”

2. Immersive, creative play

“Our children were engrossed in 
something new and mesmerised by 
the dancing; their involvement was  
very high.” 

“Working with artists in different learning 
styles, finding out that certain elements 
appealed to different children, working 
with children to determine who and 
what comes next and working over two 
hours in one room for twelve weeks 
increased children’s engagement 
enormously.” 

“In a story telling session A wanted to 
contribute lots of ideas. Previously she 
had been really shy but now she had 
lots of ideas and the boys supported 
her to be the shark, to be the captain.” 

“B was very into dancing and music 
and was a great role model for other 
boys. He was easily distracted but with 
the performing parts he became really 
engaged and focussed.” 

“Children have started telling their own 
stories and acted them out, both with 
and without the puppets they made.”

Children’s learning and development key:

2. A cultural journey

“Staff were given new ideas and avenues 
to explore with the children; they 
developed project ideas back in the 
nursery room that were more child led, 
they would start with where the children 
were at and then move it forward.” 

“When staff do work now on other 
cultures they have a much better 
idea where to start and how to cover 
different areas.” 

“We will look at creativity in a different 
way now and it’s opened our minds 
to different music and dance.”

Results: Children’s Version Results: Adults’ Version
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“	Include	creative	practitioners	in	reflection	so	that	their	work	becomeseven	more	relevant	to	thechildren,	“There	wasn’t	enough	time	for	reflection,as	a	result	we	didn’t		know	how	the	childrenwere	responding	afterthe	session.” “It	helps	to	have	a	buddy	staff	
member*	who	has	a	desire	to	
create,	to	have	someone	who’s	
interested	and	willing	and	can	
then	share	and	inspire	other	
staff	members.”	

“Fridays aren’t ideal as it’s then

the weekend and you can’t 

build on what’s been done; the

start of the week was ideal, it

started off the week well and

allowed space and time to keep

going in between sessions.”

“Partnerships are about bringing
together different expertise;

not all artists have a full 
understanding of early years
pedagogy just as not all early

years practitioners have a 
confident knowledge of artforms
or creativity. Each side can bring
something different and learn

from the other.”

Top Tips
“We built up a bank of resources and 
opportunities to carry on using after 
the project – books, scarves, ribbons, 
music, dressing up, dancing etc.”

“When R goes home he tells his mum 
everything we’ve been doing.” 

“S went excitedly to her Grandma to 
show her what she’d done. She showed 
her actions for deer and peacock, ‘Not 
like that Grandma!’ she said as they did 
it together.”

“Staff have employed another musician 
to help them continue their creative 
development.”

“We took some of the children to the 
Piece Hall to see the exhibition of their 
work. They were so excited, pointing 
at the pictures of themselves and their 
friends and remembering what they’d 
done, they were using different and  
new language, naming the animals  
and the Indian instruments.”

Proof of the Pudding

*Lead	setting	practitioner	working
alongside	the	Creative	Practitioner.
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Background 
Ash Green Children’s Centre is in an extremely deprived area with 64% of their 
population living in an area classed nationally as one of the most deprived. Over 
half the children have significant vulnerabilities. Ash Green wanted to appeal to  
and attract children’s family members in order to help create environments for 
children where they are encouraged to want to learn. They believed that parents 
are children’s most enduring educators. This works to the centre’s overriding  
aim that children achieve well and enjoy what they do. They asked...

“How can we empower our 
families to take an active role 
in our children’s learning?”

Method
The centre worked with the drum circle facilitator Paul Dear to target parents who 
don’t normally access the centre’s services. Fifteen invited adults were divided 
into two groups; one of adults only and one children and parents/family members 
together. By using drumming and drum circle techniques the aim was to build 
confidence, self-esteem and relationship building skills. Intermittent sessions 
included drum making, cooking and West African dance with children and other 
family members joining in too, to encourage family learning. An assembly provided 
the opportunity for parents to show their new skills to their children and other 
families. The team thought about what qualities or environments the families  
needed to help them learn, and then how to recreate these with their children.

Listening to families

“The project was steered by the 
parents and their needs as you 
couldn’t go in saying, ‘I want to 
achieve xyz.’ We had to tune in 
to what they needed, sometimes 
they wanted to drum sometimes 
they needed to talk. Monday was 
a good day to meet, things had 
always kicked off at the weekend 
or they’d just been in the house 
with kids all weekend. They 
needed the support, they could 
think xyz has done my head in  
but I’ve got someone to talk to.”

• 20 children

• 1 teacher

• 20 members of family

• 1 drummer

• 1 Sengalese dancer

and cook

• Serve with 1 large dollop

of joining in, to be shared

around everyone

Ingredients

Secret Ingredients
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1. Parents on children

“One child, I’d never heard him speak 
but with the drumming I heard him 
talking, listening, responding for the 
first time.” 

“I’ve noticed a change in my daughter 
coming to drumming, its brought her 
out of herself, its changed her in a 
positive way.” 

“I’ve learnt to do some drumming with 
my two girls.” 

“It’s something you can share with kids.” 

“It’s been a good way of introducing 
music to your children, a fun way to 
spend good quality time with them.”

Children’s learning and development key:

2. Parents’ wellbeing

“I needed something to save me. I’ve 
been locked away. This has brought 
me out of myself.” 

“You can de-stress yourself.” 

“I’ve stayed at home with all my 
kids and I’ve always thought I can’t 
learn ‘owt.” 

“This is the first thing I’ve come to 
that they’ve organised round here.” 

“It clears my head on a Monday 
morning when I come here. I feel 
better when I get home.” 

1. Positivity inspired change

“There’s a lot going on here just now. 
This makes me feel happy, it’s time 
out.” 

“It’s broken down obstacles of how 
some parents see staff, we’re human 
to them now.” 

“It’s a really special thing I’ve got out 
of it, the relationships, the fact they’ve 
done this for me, they wouldn’t have 
done this for anyone else.” 

“I’ve learnt that this has engaged 
parents, the hard to reach ones, it’s 
been drumming but maybe it could 
have been art or something else, it 
was about the relationships, the trust, 
working hard to gain that. At times we 
really doubted ourselves, what we were 
doing, if it would work, but the parents 
turned up and drummed in assembly  
at the end. There’s lots more we want 
to do.” 

“It gave her [staff member] what it gave 
the parents, some ‘me time’. She got to 
emotional places she didn’t think she 
would go to.”

“I’ve felt really relaxed and at ease and 
had fun. People have tried but not 
succeeded to help me and you helped 
without trying.”

Children’s learning and development key:

“I never thought I’d keep coming, I 
thought I’d just come the once but I’ve 
surprised myself.” 

“We’ve learned listening, communicating 
with everyone else, you’re bringing it all 
in to one big thing together.” 

“I wouldn’t have thought that we could 
have done it and we have.” 

“I feel like I gained confidence to learn 
something new and the project were 
really fun and I really enjoyed it.” 

“Since I started on the drumming course 
I’ve signed up for classes in maths, 
literacy and ICT, I were thinking about 
it for ages but I did it when I started 
drumming.” 

“It’s nice ‘cos you know you’ve got a 
skill you can share.” 

 “My voice falls on deaf ears. Everything 
I do in my life no-one listens, apart from 
drumming.” 

“Being at home with small children I 
stick to the same group of friends but 
now coming drumming I’ve met new 
people.” 

“I’ve enjoyed having a laugh, meeting 
new people, getting more confident.” 

“I’ve really enjoyed coming. It were great 
not having the kids, time for me, time  
to de-stress, I’ve got more confident.” 

2. The Creative Practitioner’s
perspective

“I’ve had to dig really deep to find 
things to do that work. This has been a 
challenging group and a very emotional 
journey for everyone. Seeing how some 
of the parents have really embraced 
this, come out of themselves, especially 
S, something happened to her, a light 
got switched on, she became more 
confident, would meet my eye. I want  
to keep working with this group.” 

“He [the drummer] had a fear of failing 
to engage everyone. We know we could 
have gone straight to the parents who 
already come to do music but that was 
the challenge and it had lots of value.” 

“ He learned he can do more with his 
drumming - it can tackle other issues, 
it’s a release. It does something. It takes 
people out of the normal, the mundane, 
it allows you to be someone different 
for an hour.” 

“He [the drummer] was the pull in this 
and there was a lot of pressure on 
him to pull it out the bag. The parents 
realised that he had a real passion for 
what he was doing, that he respected 
them, valued them, was interested. 
The fact he was a man helped, that he 
listened to them, laughed with them, 
encouraged them. So many of the 
women have such poor experiences  
of men, he was a positive role model.”

Results: Children’s Version

Results: Adults’ Version
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	Start	small:	“The	project	isn’t	
a catch all and won’t reach	
everyone but from those	
who started some have come	
round in a big way.”

Managing	expectation.	“Maybe	we’ve	
tried	to	do	too	much	in	10	weeks,	
if	we	had	more	time	we	could	
have	included	the	kids	more,	
made	that	part	stronger.”

Flexibility:	“What’s	worked	
has	been	the	loose	structure;	

fluidity	and	flexibility	is	
hugely	necessary.	Some	sessions

just	needed	to	sit	and	talk	
and	not	get	the	drums	out.	
The	drummer	was	happy	to	let

things	happen	organically.”

Reviewing:	“The	project	

needed	reflective	meetings

as	it	was	apparen
t	from	the

very	begin
ning	of	the	

project

that	we	were	going	to	have
	

to	change	
the	focus	as	our	

relationships	with	our	parents

developed.”

	Sense	of	humour:	“I	like	to	be	
aspirational	but	it’s	hard	when	
no-one	turns	up.	You’ve	just	got
to	laugh.”

Persistent, contagious enthusiasm:

“It takes someone to really enthuse

repeatedly. It takes effort and continual

promoting and inviting, and reminding.”

Teamwork, “It’s been hard not having support, I’ve had Paul (thedrummer) to reflect with andwe’ve supported each other.”

Never underestimate the impact of the

weather! “We had to get through a wall;

the weather changed all the way through.

Spring really picked everyone up.”

Top Tips “We need to keep this group going and 
develop it, there’s lots of potential 
here.”

“We’re opening a Pandora’s box to 
give insight into what’s possible but 
then after 10 weeks, what then? Does 
that have an impact on their lives? It’s 
definitely made a difference, how can 
we sustain that?”

“The next step is to target children 
and parents together, so a shared 
opportunity and confidence to sing 
or play together, and pointers to keep 
music going at home, with children.”

“What can we do to make sure things 
stay in schools and continue to make 
sustainable difference? We can pull 
together evidence on how it makes a 
difference and builds communication 
through music.”

“There is massive potential with this 
for all sorts of things; engaging and 
building confidence in the parents; 
developing listening skills; literacy, 
numeracy; phonics. The potential is 
huge to develop this.” 

“We’re hoping the school head [of which 
the centre is a part] will find the money 
to keep funding this, parents could 
become drum circle facilitators and 
pass skills on to others, loads could 
happen.”

Proof of the Pudding
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• 12	sessions

• 60	children

• 1	teacher

• 5	family	members

• 1	bundle	of	crunchy,	tactile

packaging

• 1	box	of	small	treasures

• 1	early	years	artist

Ingredients

1

Background 
Field	Lane	and	Elland	Children’s	Centres	wanted	to	build	their	creative	confidence	
and	find	ways	to	help	girls	feel	more	included	and	confident	amongst	very	high	
ratios	of	boys.	The	centres	wanted	to	better	understand	how	creativity	could	affect	
boisterous	behaviour	and	co-operation.	They	wanted	to	explore	self-confidence,	
self-esteem,	self-control,	awareness,	problem	solving	and	conflict	resolution.	They 
asked the question...

Method
Early	years	artist	Christina	McRae	worked	with	the	two	settings	over	twelve	weeks,	
spending	a	two	hour	session	at	each,	every	week.	Each	setting	nominated	a	lead	
member	of	staff	to	work	with	the	artist,	on	the	project	and	help	plan,	document	and	
review	the	activity.	Journals	were	used	for	documentation	and	reflection.	The	artist	
used	personal	objects	and	materials	to	inspire	and	excite	children’s	interests.	

Objects of curiosity

• “Christina	brought	personal	special
objects	/	artefacts	into	the	settings
and	brought	these	objects	to	life
through	creative	play.”

• “Special	things	from	out	of
suitcases,	containers	and	bubble
wrap	heightened	anticipation
and	excitement,	creating	a	sense
of	awe	and	wonder	from	simple
materials.”

• “Our	children	were	inspired	and
challenged	by	a	range	of	different
materials,	historical	artefacts	and
personal	items.”

• “Objects	became	tools	for	opening
conversations	and	engagement,
with	the	objects	and	with	each
other.”

Secret Ingredients

“How can working with a creative partner 
have a positive impact on children’s 
behaviour, emotional wellbeing and 

enhance the quality of children’s play?”



2 3

1. A place, time and language
for wonder

“The	children	clearly	enjoyed	working	
with	the	artist,	they	were	affectionate	
and	relaxed.	They	anticipated	her	
sessions	and	their	expectations		
were	high.”	

“They	were	enthusiastic,	engaged	and	
engrossed	in	the	activity.	They	handled	
the	objects	and	materials	with	care	and	
understood	their	‘special’	significance.	
They	enjoyed	wrapping,	concealing	
and	hiding	them	away	‘for	later’.	There	
was	sustained	and	shared	thinking,	and	
conversations	between	the	children	
were	free	flowing.	Children	were	keen	
to	show	their	creations	and	used	
sophisticated	language	to	describe	
their	work.”	

“Children	became	more	confident	at	
storytelling.”	

“The	children	constructed	a	variety	
of	three-dimensional	objects	using	
different	materials,	textures	and	
sizes.	The	object	names	and	function	
changed	regularly	from	week	to	week	
- they	became	a	tower,	then	a	monster,
then	a	tree.”

Children’s	learning	and	development	key:

2. Child-led development

“One	boy	related	his	work	to	a	‘caracol’	
and	the	staff	had	no	idea	what	this	

1. Developing documentation
and reflection

“Documenting	the	process	at	the	
beginning	was	just	to	keep	a	record	
of	the	project.	Now	we	want	it	as	
a	working	document	as	it	provides	
much	evidence	to	go	into	children’s	
learning	journeys	and	gives	a	different	
perspective	on	documentation	as	we’re	
not	starting	with	language.”	

“Jane	at	Elland	and	Louise	at	Field	Lane	
documented	the	project	using	the	
journals.	They	were	excited,	motivated	
and	proud	of	their	achievements.”	

“There	is	evidence	of	the	learning	
journey	in	all	areas	of	children’s	
creative	development,	especially	
communication	and	language	skills.”	

“This	project	has	been	well	documented	
through	photography,	narratives,	film	
and	reflections	in	the	Learning	Journey.	
Next	time	we	would	like	to	use	more	
video	footage	to	record	and	reflect	on	
the	project,	this	was	difficult	because		
of	time	restraints	and	staffing	levels.”

2. Co-constructed professional
development

“Staff	had	new	experiences	and	
opportunities.	The	benefits	of	the	
programme	included	risk	taking,	large	
scale	activities,	open	ended	creative	
play,	revisited/reflective	practice	and	
lots	of	physical	activity.”	

meant.	Later,	it	was	revealed	through	
a	family	member	that	this	was	the	
Spanish	word	for	a	particular	shell	and	
had	a	family	link,	the	boy	was	proud	to	
be	the	‘expert’.”	

“The	activities	were	open-ended	and	
child-	led	so	the	children	were	able	
to	dip	in	and	out.”

“Children	were	also	invited	to	bring	their	
own	‘special	things’	to	share.”	

“The	children	decided	when	their	work	
was	finished,	some	were	happy	to	paint	
and	decorate	their	pieces	while	others	
were	left	plain	and	simple.”	

“The	artist	encouraged	the	children	to	
return	to	their	work	on	a	weekly	basis,	
change	and	adapt	it.	They	felt	in	control	
and	able	to	make	decisions	about	their	
own	work.”	

“The	children	were	given	lots	of	
opportunities	to	direct	their	own	
learning	and	felt	they	could	change		
and	adapt	their	work	as	it	progressed.”	

“Children	began	to	work	together	
more	positively	without	realising	it,	
girls	felt	less	dominated	by	the	boys	
and	increased	their	engagement	and	
confidence.”	

	“It	encouraged	positive	behaviour	
through	sharing	and	negotiating	which	
led	to	respect	for	each	other	and	their	
creations.”

Children’s	learning	and	development	key:

“At	the	start	staff	were	scared	and	
followed	the	artist’s	lead.	One	
practitioner	found	it	was	great	for	her	
self	confidence	and	their	journal	book	
captures	how	powerful	this	was	for		
staff	development.”	

“Relationships	were	important	and	the	
dialogue	between	the	partners	was	
open	and	honest,	people	were	happy	
to	raise	doubts	and	concerns,	there	
was	a	positive	forum	for	discussion.”	

“We	were	an	honest	and	well	matched	
team	of	partners.	There	was	good	
communication	between	partners	and	
effective	ground	work	was	established	
from	the	outset.	We	had	a	shared	
understanding	and	all	project	partners	
made	an	effective	contribution.”	

“Communication	between	children	
and	staff	became	much	better,	we’ve	
become	more	able	to	work	together	
and	communicate	with	each	other.”	

“We	helped	children	explore	new	
possibilities,	create	new	and	exciting	
connections	between	people,	places	
and	things.	This	practice	informed	
parents,	staff	and	managers	to	support	
creative	and	sustainable	ways	of	
working.”	

“The	element	of	risk	taking	was	profound	
in	this	project	as	well	as	working	on	a	
large	scale.	These	initiatives	have	been	
embedded	in	our	everyday	practice.”

Results: Children’s Version Results: Adults’ Version
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Children were invited to opt in or

opt out as and when they wanted.

 Skills and activities 
were carried on 
throughout the week, 
in between sessions 
with the artist.

Good, clear, 
regular

 and honest
 

communicati
on betw

een sta
ff and

the arti
sts was enco

uraged
, with 

regular
 time for re

flection 
built in

(throug
h the d

ocumentary 
journal

 

and team meetings
).

Different places and children have their

own preferred ways of working ; girls 

at Elland enjoyed working in small 

groups whereas girls at Field Lane

preferred working individually.

“Children are capab
le of doing great thin

gs if they

are offered the time, space, activ
ity and resources

to flourish. This can be ac
hieved on a small 

budget with cheap, eve
ryday, recycled materials.”

It can be challenging for some staff to put to one side a focus on domestic andprocedural duties; some needed more support than others to join in and give new ways of working the benefit of thedoubt while this transition takes place.

Masking tape was especially

popular for all so
rts of reasons

and uses!

Sessions were planned looselybut were completely open and adaptable to respond tochildren’s ideas.

“It was clear there were no right
or wrong answers.”

The number of objects brought in was reduced

as the project progressed in order to help 

children focus; ownership of these was 

shared and understood by the children.

“We would try not to have lunchtime in the middle
of activities as it can break the momentum.”

Children were encouraged to try things out,make mistakes and persevere. Mistakes, taking chances and experimentation wereembraced as part of the project.

Top Tips Field	Lane	plans	to	timetable	a	
Creative	Day	every	Tuesday.

The	artist	has	left	materials	and	
resources	so	staff	can	continue	
the	work.

The	project	will	be	included	in	future	
PLoD	(possible	lines	of	development)	
initiatives.

CPD	amongst	centre	staff	will	continue	
to	look	at	effective	team	work	and	skills	
sharing.

Risk	taking	and	large	scale	activities	
have	been	embedded	into	every	day	
practice.

“	We’re	hoping	to	find	funds	to	have	the	
artist	return	and	give	regular	input.”

“	We	would	like	to	make	more	use	of	
video	footage	to	record	and	reflect.”

“	We	hope	to	subscribe	to	‘Discover’	
(the	local	authority’s	Libraries,	
Museums	and	Arts	early	years	package	
for	resources,	training	and	support).”

“	It	would	be	good	to	have	artists	come	
and	work	with	parents.	We	need	to	
plan	this	into	budgets	and	they	would	
respond	positively	-	parents	already	
come	to	other	sessions.	It	provides	
a	bit	of	respite	for	them	and	they	can	
meet	other	parents;	getting	past	fears	
of	being	messy	and	exploring	ideas,		
we	have	lots	of	fun!”

Proof of the Pudding

“	We’re	trying	to	keep	up	staff	confidence	
through	new	materials	and	trying	to	
carry	on	being	creative,	looking	beyond	
paints	and	crayons.	We’re	ordering	
some	large	weave	sets	right	now.”
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Background 
Todmorden Children’s Centre wanted to progress work they and the children had 
made with an artist previously. Staff wanted to enhance their knowledge about 
creativity and critical thinking. They were anticipating a journey beyond their comfort 
zone. They asked...

“How can an artist support staff to develop 
and explore sustainable creativity and 
critical thinking within the setting?”

Hearing every voice

• “Following discussion and
reflection there was a conscious
effort to ensure all were included
- passive engagement was limited
and no-one was excluded.”

• “Adults made an effort to speak to,
and value each child individually
which improved self-esteem and
confidence in children to choose
whether to engage and to do so
at their own level.”

Building on a spark

• “Each staff member came with
ideas and interests from the
children. The birthday cake idea
came from a child being very
talkative and excited about their
dad’s birthday; the hedgehog idea
came from the interest children
showed in a hibernation activity
a practitioner had led. Some staff
went with their own interests such
as the African batik theme, which
developed from a small interest
the children had showed and the
practitioner wanting to develop
it further.”

• 24 sessions

• 34 children

• 11 staff

• 1 birthday cake

• 1 hedgehog

• Cluster of hay bales

Ingredients

Secret Ingredients

Method
Early years Creative Practitioner Susy Thomas attended staff meetings to introduce 
ideas and understand the culture of the setting, then held a creativity session for 
staff to set the scene for the project. She worked as a mentor to help staff develop 
their skills and confidence to plan creative play activities based on children’s ideas 
and helping develop their interests further. She helped staff reflect and evaluate, 
supporting them in their learning 
and development as facilitators 
of children’s creativity and critical 
thinking. Simultaneously, key 
staff members co-mentored 
the Creative Practitioner in her 
developing a greater understanding 
of early years practice in action.
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1 Child-led learning

“ ..making learning accessible especially 
for boys, affirming the value of their 
interests and contributions, thus 
creative activities significantly increased 
opportunities for boys to develop their 
learning.” 

“ Susy helped to show the impact of how 
we could really be involved, how to 
engage adult interest and the children’s 
interests and extend it then and there, 
she introduced new elements based  
on the children’s interests.” 

“ Children have continued on with the 
themes of the session and made it into 
extra games, like the vet role play area 
after doing the hedgehog houses out  
of sticks and clay and watching a video 
of a hedgehog being weighed.” 

“ A hadn’t previously been creative, he 
was always in the sand or water but 
never the art corner. At first he just 
screwed up the clay and used it as 
a physical thing to feel but now he 
has started drawing and being more 
confident creatively as he got praised 
loads and was given the time and 
space to do things his own way.”

Children’s learning and development key:

1. Being process-led and child-led

“I’ve learnt not to be product-driven, 
that the process is equally, if not more 
important, to allow the children to take 
part at their own level, to participate  
or not - it’s their choice.” 

“To allow activities to be open ended.” 

“When we did the birthday cake 
from clay I wanted to help staff to 
create a ritual, a celebratory, sensory 
experience, I wanted to stay away  
from a product.” 

“The birthday cake activity helped me 
realise that it’s as much about the 
experience as the end product, if at 
all the end product.” 

“It’s important to play alongside; the 
adult role is not to be subservient or 
controlling but facilitating, to scaffold 
children’s learning.” 

“We modelled circle time, allowing 
children to participate at their own level, 
leading to shared, sustained thinking. 
We were engaging in learning and 
understanding how to follow children’s 
play.” 

2. Creative and reflective growth

“There is creativity in lots of things, 
not just arts and crafts but in all areas, 
it’s not good to isolate creativity in its 
own box.” 

2. Confidence and communication

“ There have been lots of opportunities 
for language development with the 
children in all of the activities.” 

“ J and M really shone and came to 
the fore, the way their speech and 
language developed. They went  
beyond the initial idea and really 
showed imagination and creativity.” 

“ The child-led learning was extended to 
the max to bring in all areas of learning 
including singing and language.” 

“ K was really shy initially and wandered 
off, now she’s at the front for things  
and has really gained in confidence.” 

“ Children have developed creative 
confidence, there have been no 
inhibitions for the children, and  
they have been free to make their 
own input.” 

“ It took a while for all children to get 
involved, the stronger personalities 
dominated at first, but over time less 
confident children got involved. I’ve 
seen a big change in C she’s more 
confident now and interacts more  
and better with the other children  
as a result of this.”

Children’s learning and development key:

“She showed me how simple it is to 
be creative successfully.” 

“The biggest impact this had was to 
really push the boundaries of what 
we can do, it really pushed ideas 
of creativity. With support from 
teacher and artist it got extended into 
something we’d never done before. 
It opened people’s horizons and 
expectations of themselves and  
the children.” 

“She introduced materials we wouldn’t 
have otherwise used, like the clay, the 
straw bales to create the storytelling 
area in the garden, the paste resist batik 
method, the paint mixing activities.” 

“One practitioner, who was the most 
resistant, was able to watch the flip 
camera footage with the teacher and 
myself and discuss what had gone on 
in the session, she was able to talk 
freely and reflect. We then went back 
into the room and ran a circle time to 
reflect with the children. I modelled it 
and supported her. Afterwards she said 
it was the best circle time she’d ever 
been part of.” 

“It was fantastic, it really encouraged 
staff, even me after 10 years in this 
job, the ideas the artist had, the 
direction she took, the way she  
used the children’s interests to  
extend their learning.”

Results: Children’s Version Results: Adults’ Version
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Flexible	communication	systems:“The	times	when	we	were	able	to	reflect	were	fantastic	but	we	needed	to	be	able	to	work	roundstaff	being	in	their	rooms	or	off	sick,	as	well	as	attendingto	unexpected	things	with	the	children.	We	couldn’t	have	rigidplans	as	we	had	to	be	flexiblearound	the	children’s	needs.”

Speaking	one	another’s	language:	“She[creative	practitioner]	put	enormouseffort	into	not	alienating	staff	with	technical	or	overly	academic	language	so	as	to	be	inclusive	whilstat	the	same	time	introducing	staffto	new	media	and	the	processespossible	by	using	it.”	

Changes	take	time:	“Somestaff	took	a	long	time	to	adjust	to	this	and	‘get	it’;many	are	just	seeing	the	benefits	now	we	are	at	the	end.	We	were	ambitious	andneeded	much	more	time.”

	Find	creative	ways	around	
challenges:	“We	have	had	to	
adapt	to	do	reflection	in	the	
setting,	if	a	child	needs	a	
nappy	changing	etc	then	that	
member	of	staff	is	unavailable.
So	we	introduced	the	idea	of
reflecting	with	the	children,	
watching	back	the	videos	of	whatthey’d	done	in	a	circle	time.”

Relationship building between artist

and staff: “I [creative practitioner]

went to staff planning meetings 

so I could become part of the team,

understand their planning process

and help fit the aims of the project in

where we could.”

Try not to confuse creativity (a

process) with making something

(a product): “Some staff felt their

lack of experience or confidence in

making things meant they couldn’t

facilitate creative play.”

Share the thinking in comfortable ways:
“Staff were given time, space and 

opportunity to explore issues, ‘talk time’.
Transcripts were made of observations, 
allowing any practitioner’s thinking to
be made visual to others. Staff started
being able to express their creativity, 

particularly critical thinking.”

“Creativity is an agenda item on the staff 
meetings and the Deputy Manager is 
fully supportive.”

“We want to understand how staff can 
work alongside an artist in addition to 
their existing work load?”

“Staff want the artist to stay on 
permanently as part of the team and 
the centre is exploring budgets to 
continue the work with artist.”

“It is a journey that needs to continue.”

Proof of the Pudding
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1.	What	do	you	want	to	find	out	about	y
our	children

through	this	recipe? 2.	What	ingredients	will	you	need	to	use	in	this	cooking
experiment?	(people	/	resources	/	spaces	etc)



3.	What	method	will	you	use?
4.	What	are	you	hoping	will	come	out	of	the	experiment?



5. How	will	others	be	able	to	taste	it	as	well?

7.	How	does	this	experiment	help	fulfil	the	EYFS	areas
of	learning?

6.	How	will	you	know	if	it	has	been	a	success?



MY 
RECIPE

IDEAS
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