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Second Skin – Action Research Project 
 
Do creative activities promote self-confidence and esteem? 
Do they stimulate problem solving and initiative taking? 
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Second Skin – Action research project 
 
Context 
 
The second skin project started back in December 2004. It was designed as a 
start up project to allow nursery classes in schools involved with Creative 
Partnerships to work closely with artists.  
 
I teach in the nursery at Finham Primary school and am also the CP 
coordinator.  Finham Primary School is situated in a leafy suburb in the south 
west of Coventry. We take a number of children from outside the catchment 
area. We are culturally diverse and have a number of children for whom 
English is a second language. The nursery is a 52 - place setting divided into 
26 morning and 26 afternoon places.  
The project look place over two terms in three phases. 
 
Phase 1 
Phase 1 took place in the ‘Lab’. The Lab was developed out of two unused 
classrooms in a school. They consisted of a meeting room and a work space 
that could be developed by the artists with some input by the teachers 
involved.  The artists who included visual artists, dancers, a musician and 
performance artists led skill - sharing sessions in the Lab. Each artist took 
turns to lead workshops in their field that would develop each individual’s 
skills. The teachers had the opportunity to state how they could use and 
develop these skills in a classroom situation.  
 
Phase 2 
10 children from my afternoon nursery group made two visits to the Lab. 
During their first session they worked with all the artists. On their second visit 
they worked with the two artists who would be working in my nursery on stage 
3 of the project.  
 
 
 
 
Phase 3 
The artists were carefully selected by creative partnerships to work in the 
setting. 
 
Barbara (visual artist) and Tracie (performance artist) spent 5 days in Finham 
Nursery. This consisted of 1 half day session working with the children and 
4.5 days working with the children developing their skills and setting up 
provocations that could be developed over their time within the nursery. 
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Description of project 
 
The Project  Appendix 1 
 

 
My Second Skin experience started back in December 2004. I knew nothing 
about the project when I arrived at the initial planning meeting. The project 
sounded interesting. Working with a variety of artists in a studio situation and 
within the classroom sounded great. We then went to visit  ‘100 Language’ 
Exhibition. As I walked round I was very enthusiastic as I could see lots of 
ideas that could be transferred into my nursery setting.  The head of my 
school was with me and we bounced ideas off each other and shared our 
enthusiasm. 
 
The next part of the process was a planning day with the artists in the LAB 
situation. I met the artists and was able to work with them. We discussed 
creativity, what it was and how we should encourage it. This session 
encouraged me to think ‘outside the box’ and to take risks outside my safe 
comfort zone.  
 
The next 3 sessions were skill - sharing sessions with the artists. I was really 
looking forward to these sessions as although I do not consider myself as an 
artist I love teaching art activities and to have professionals teach me new 
skills was a dream come true.  
 
I have always considered myself as a ‘watcher’ rather than a ‘doer’ and 
having to take part in activities with lots of people watching me turned my 
dream into a nightmare. It didn’t take me long to realise that I was not the only 
person who felt apprehensive but soon I felt I was not being judged or given a 
level but allowed to learn new skills in a friendly environment. Although I was 
out of my comfort zone for some of these sessions I felt exhilarated at the end 
of each one and I felt that had achieved my own personal goals. 
 
I went to visit Whitnash Nursery. It was stunning the environment was very 
creative and allowed adults and children to develop at their own pace 
developing individual needs. An artist was paid for out of the school budget to 
work within the setting. The nursery was untidy with lots of  mobiles and 
children’s work hanging down from the ceiling and all over the floor. All I could 
think about was health and safety issues. Before long I noticed the buzz 
around the place. All the children and staff were motivated, ‘on task’ and 
confident in what they were doing. Children in my nursery learn, develop new 
skills, are motivated, have good self-esteem and do well in all areas but there 
was something else at Whitnash that we didn’t have. That ‘wow’ factor that 
took the children to another level. I wanted to create this in my nursery. Not to 
copy Whitnash but to alter my environment to aid the creative development of 
my children. 
 
The LAB area was developed in 2 classrooms of a school that wasn’t in use. 
The artists and teachers met to discuss what we wanted to achieve. We all 
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wanted to create an environment that encouraged the children to develop 
creatively, investigate things, explore, question and grow through creative 
provocations. The artists had some brilliant ideas but needed some grounding 
when thinking about safety and what was achievable with a group of children. 
Although the LAB would not move, the environment would change and 
develop depending on which artists were in there and the children’s ideas. 
The LAB area was designed with a variety of different areas including a dark 
area, drawing area, musical area and light area for the children to explore. 
 
Each school involved was allocated 2 artists who would lead the LAB visits by 
each school and would be the artists who came to school to work within the 
nursery concerned.  
 
On my first visit to the LAB I took 10 nursery children.  (Appendix 2) The 
children were very excited but nervous not knowing the environment or what 
was expected of them. Barbara and Tracie came to meet us from the coach. 
Their friendly smiles and relaxed dispositions soon eased the children and 
they quickly formed relationships with them. The children quickly found their 
way around the LAB. It struck me how quiet they were. They were exploring 
and investigating but without using language. Most of the children gravitated 
to the drawing area, doing things that were familiar to them. Slowly they 
moved to different areas trying out new things. The children were fascinated 
by the dark quiet and tranquil area. They used torches to produce light and 
create a different atmosphere. The children experimented with the projector 
making shadows on the wall, they put a variety of materials on the light box 
moving them around to see how they changed. By the end of the session the 
children had discovered new things that previously they would not of had the 
chance to experiment with. The parents who came with us were fascinated by 
how engaged their children were and although the children did not verbalise it, 
it was clear to them how much their children had learnt. 
 
The children did not talk about the LAB situations back at school. When they 
were asked what they did and what they enjoyed they only gave limited 
answers such as colouring or I liked the music. I wanted to e-mail Barbara 
with their responses but was quite disappointed with the answers I got. I knew 
the children had learnt so much and found the area so motivating but could 
not put this into words. They could not answer why they liked it or what else 
they saw. When asked if they wanted to visit again they were very excited and 
looking forward to their next visit. 
 

During the second visit the children were very excited and in a rush to 
get in the Lab and started. The coach went the wrong way and got lost. 
Cameron tried to give directions as he was worried we would not get 
there in time. When we did finally arrive Barbara and Tracie had set up 
a treasure hunt along the corridor. The children did not take very much 
time to look for things as they had their sights on other things. In the 
LAB the children were louder this visit and more imaginative. When 
they saw the sand tray they were very excited and took their shoes off 
and dived in. They were willing to change things and experiment. The 
children still looked for approval from Tracie and Barbara and needed 
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them to join in with them to make sure they ‘did things right’. The 
children spent more time experimenting with new things and 
concentrating on each task for longer. The children questioned more 
things and spoke a lot more. “ look at this” “ this moves” “look what 
happens” 

 
We left the LAB feeling very excited and couldn’t wait for Barbara and 
Tracie to come into school. It was a few weeks before Barbara and 
Tracie’s first visit. Barbara was very good at sending e-mails, collecting 
resources and making plans with Tracie and me. Tracie made plans 
with Barbara and collected equipment from the CP office. They both 
worked very hard to ensure that the project would be a success. We 
had clear objectives of what we wanted to achieve. We wanted to take 
some of the ideas from the LAB into the nursery environment. To 
create a dark tranquil area where children could experiment with light 
and dark and to develop and improve the outside area. I wanted 
Barbara and Tracie to develop the areas using their skills and the 
children’s ideas. We did not have any rigid plans as this was going to 
be a fluid process and I had every faith in the artists. I wanted the 
children to develop their creative thinking and to use their new skills to 
make them more equipped to face the challenges that life has to offer.  
 
My research 
 
I met with the other teachers involved and researchers from Warwick 
University at the CP office. To say I was apprehensive would be an 
understatement. I knew in my mind what my research would be about, 
but how to formulate this into a question would be another matter 
entirely. I felt very small. Research was something academic people do 
not me. I thought action research would be fun, something as a teacher 
I did naturally. To set up situations, find things out and plan the next 
stage of learning from this. I felt that this was becoming far more 
complicated. Maybe this was because I hadn’t sorted my question out 
in my own mind. 

  
Day 1 -  We spent the morning planning and developing the dark 
space. There was a ‘buzz’ in the air as we worked. I was very excited 
and couldn’t wait for the afternoon to see what the children did with the 
areas that were created.  Barbara and Tracie set up the outside area 
setting out the new equipment that they had brought. This equipment 
included webbing for weaving, string, ribbon, fabric, buckets, tubes, 
funnels, hoses, screens, sand, shells and stones. They were going to 
let the children discover the new equipment, see what they would do 
and see if a story came out that could be developed. The children were 
very excited to see Barbara and Tracie again and both children and 
parents were fascinated by the dark space. I invited staff to come down 
to the nursery and see the changes. Most staff wanted to stay in the 
dark space. The music, lights and light box created a peaceful, restful 
environment that could be investigated and explored. 
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The children didn’t want to touch anything at first as everything was set 
out so nicely but it didn’t take them very long to explore. Outside the 
children got stuck in. It didn’t take them long to realise that they could 
attach the hose to the tap and fill buckets up with water. We made a 
mess but the learning came thick and fast. 

 
Day 2 – The morning children came into nursery. They had not met 
Barbara and Tracie before but felt comfortable and soon built up good 
relationships. Even children who do not usually relate to new adults 
found it easy to work with them and actually wanted the artists to work 
with them. The children were filmed throughout the day to keep a 
record for the adults and children of what was happening. 
The children enjoyed the dark space playing on the light box watching 
the patterns glitter and sequins made when they fell through the light 
onto the floor kept their concentration for along time. The nursery nurse 
enjoyed watching them and couldn’t believe how engaged they were 
but became a little flustered when the lights came on and she saw the 
carpet covered in sequins and glitter. It was quickly tided up and the 
children spent time sorting the objects back into the correct boxes. (lots 
of maths assessment) The children outside investigated the new 
equipment in the garden on their own and working together to make 
things happen. Role play also started to develop in all areas. The 
children made up stories using the equipment as prompts for their 
games.  In the classroom the children were learning about objects that 
float or sink. The children asked questions and tested out their theories 
in the outside area using the buckets and tubes that Barbara and 
Tracie had provided. In the afternoon Tracie led the introduction she 
made up a story about the sea and the animals that might live in there. 
The children moved around on the carpet area pretending to be the 
waves, sand or creatures. The children hung on her every word as they 
pretended to be on a beach. Outside they quickly made a beach (idea 
taken from the sandpit at the LAB). It wasn’t long before shoes and 
socks came off again so the children could feel the sand and water with 
their toes. Chris (the nursery nurse) looked out of the window and was 
a little apprehensive. She wanted to go outside and stop them. I told 
her to stand back and observe. As long as the children were not doing 
anything that would put them in danger we would just watch and allow 
investigations to take place. Feet and clothes could be cleaned later. I 
was feeling the same but had every faith in Barbara and Tracie and 
knew that this was the best way for the children to learn. One child sat 
quietly in the outside den space (his church) and investigated the 
objects he found in a suitcase. The children found if fascinating looking 
at the feedback on TV from the digital camera. All the children were 
engaged, there was an excitement in the setting and questioning, 
thinking and imaginative play taking place in every area. I only had one 
concern that not all children had experienced every area. I was aware 
of the time element. Each child wanted to spend a long time in each 
area and I wanted each child to have a chance to spend time in the 
different areas. I had to stand back and try not to rush things. Children 
need time to explore and investigate and not every child was going to 
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get the same experiences every session but every child was finding out 
and discovering something new. At the end of the session the artists 
brought the children together to find out what they had discovered both 
real and imaginary. 

 
 Day – 3 The session began with an imaginary warm up session led by 

Tracie. She based the activity on ideas that the children had given to 
her at the end of the previous sessions which were related to a desert 
island, pirates, kings and queens and treasure. A bottle arrived with a 
map inside. Where had if come from, who was it from? The children 
quickly gave their ideas - it was a treasure map. The day was then 
spent developing a story, making, hiding and finding treasure and 
building shelters and dens. The children were not only developing new  
language, personal and social and creative skills but building on ideas 
and skills that they had developed in the previous sessions and 
becoming more confident. All the previous work was being 
consolidated and we were moving forward. The children had clear 
ideas about characters in their stories that they had made up with 
Tracie and on their own in the role play areas and ideas began to 
emerge where and how to take the story further.  
After school I met with the researchers from The University of  Warwick 
and a clearer picture began to develop about my research. There was 
still a slight haze but the mist was beginning to clear. 
A few days later Carol sent me some notes, a redefined research 
question and most importantly a post card of a messy room entitled 
clarity. I was like a child again. It was as if I had been sent a message. 
I took it to mean that in all the clutter of ideas there was a sense of 
direction and I would find what I was looking for and it would all come 
together. I was not going to hide from my research any longer.  At the 
next meeting I was armed with a clear objective and even a rough copy 
of a checklist I was going to use to monitor the development of the 
children. 

 
I was really pleased with the way the project was developing but also 
disappointed that there were only 2 days left and these were 3 weeks 
away. I was also very aware that I was going to have an OFSTED 
inspection and the last session would be in this week. I didn’t want 
anything to change the way we were working or cancel the artists visit. 
Although the ways in which the children worked would be slightly 
different when the artists were in. I didn’t want to change anything as I 
could see the results and wanted other people to see them as well. I 
was concerned for Barbara and Tracie as I didn’t want them to have to 
go through an inspection but could also see the value of their 
presence. Kay my head gave the project her full support and was also 
keen for the inspectors to see the learning taking place. 

 
Barbara e-mailed me the out line for the next session from her and 
Tracie and telephoned me during half term to see if I could think of 
anything else she needed to get for the project. While talking to her it 
became clear that we had all had similar ideas on what could be done 
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to develop the children’s artistic skills and how other planning within the 
foundation stage could be linked and was already fitting in with the 
project. 

 
Day – 4 Tracie started the session with a brilliant warm-up with her 
head in a picture frame. She captured the children’s imagination and 
continued the story of the lost king/queen who had lost her ring from 
the previous session. Using a picture frame Tracie was able to go in 
and out of character and question the children on different levels. The 
children went outside and continued the story and found lots of 
treasure. The children made a boat using a pallet and made a sail 
using some painted material the children had made the session before. 
Some children found a ‘bears footprint’ (some dye on material the 
children had made the week before) A bear soon became part of the 
story and the story took on another dimension. The children went 
inside and drew pictures that related to the story. Alex the student 
made a sea collage with bubble wrap and tissue, One thing she will 
take with her from Finham is the many wide and varied uses of bubble 
wrap. Barbara worked with the children to make a three dimensional 
sculpture. As it grew the children described it as an island with a cave. 
Throughout the day children added to the sculpture and added to the 
narrative. The sculpture took a long time to dry and I am hoping that 
the caretaker will be able to hang it on the wall during the summer. The 
children really enjoyed getting their hands messy. Some children spent 
a long time just allowing their hands to run through the glue and the 
modelling material. Some children made shadow puppets to use in the 
dark room. As they made them they saw that some of the reclaimed 
materials looked like a ship and the story continued. At the end of the 
session Barbara and Tracie discussed with the children what they had 
done and showed them photographs of the day. During the day a 
teacher from another school came to visit to see the work in progress 
and Carol and Sarah from The University of Warwick came to visit. The 
children were not fazed by so many visitors in the nursery and wanted 
these people to join in with their activities. I was only fazed by the video 
camera that I don’t think I will ever get used to. 

 
Day – 5 Tracie started with a warm-up and recapped on the story 
developed in the previous weeks. The queen was very happy to stand 
up and talk and the bear gave some very surprising ‘roars’.  The story 
continued in all areas of the nursery. Even the climbing frame became 
a ship and recycled cardboard tubes became telescopes carried 
precariously to the top. Tracie had the hardest morning with OFSTED 
inspectors following her around. I was very glad they came in to 
observe the wonderful activities and learning taking place but it was a 
bit tough for Tracie. Barbara worked with the children developing 
printing skills. The children mixed inks together to develop the sea and 
used recycled materials to create texture. The children were 
mesmerised by the patterns that developed on their paper and enjoyed 
the feeling of cold wet ink on their hands. At the end of the session 
Barbara and Tracie brought the sessions to a conclusion. Barbara 
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showed the children some artwork produced by an artist using 
reclaimed materials and we danced around the nursery on a treasure 
hunt to find some gold coins made out of chocolate which made them 
even more enjoyable.  The children went home elated but I felt very 
disappointed that the 5 sessions were over.  (Appendix 3) 
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Aims, objectives and measures of success 
 
Research questions 
 
Do creative activities promote self-confidence and esteem? 
Do they stimulate problem solving and initiative taking? 
 
Aims  
 

• To create a stimulating environment indoors and outside in which 
creativity, originality and expressiveness are valued; 

• To provide a wide range of activities that children can respond to by 
using many senses; 

• To ensure sufficient time for children to explore, develop ideas and 
finish working on their ideas, both independently and collaboratively; 

• To offer opportunities for children to express ideas through a wide 
variety of representations; 

• To support children’s own explorations, investigations and problem 
solving; 

• To afford opportunities to work alongside artists. 
 
 
Outcomes 
 
* Teaching plans and records of children’s work 
* Adults’ (teacher’s and artists’) written responses and visual records(Still 
images of the processes and products) 
* Children’s actions, artefacts and responses. 
 
Data gathering 
 
• Textual analyses of teaching plans and records 
• Textual analyses of journal records 
• Analysis of visual data 
• Checklists of children’s behaviour (made from Early Learning Goals) 
• Post project review. 
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What we found out 
 

 
My research questions were :- Do creative activities promote self-
confidence and self esteem? and Do they stimulate problem solving 
and initiative taking? The answer to both questions has got to be yes! 

 
Stimulating environments were created indoors and outside. (Appendix 
3) The children explored and investigated these areas. They took part 
in a wide variety of activities, experimented with the materials, made 
things and developed their own stories in these areas which were 
shared with adults and other children.  
The children were given time to explore the environment, they made 
personal explorations, they had time to listen to others and we, as 
adults and other children made time to hear what the children were 
saying. 
 By observing the children in my nursery setting (Appendix 5 
Checklists) it was possible to see that the children showed curiosity 
and were willing to try new ideas. They were excited by what was 
happening and answered questions and expressed their own ideas. 
They described how activities made them feel and listened to others 
and responded. The children worked well with adults and other children 
co-operating and taking turns. The children concentrated on what they 
were doing for sustained periods of time, selecting their own resources 
from a range of materials. The children responded to stories using their 
own imagination to continue and take their ideas further.  
The children worked with the artists. (Appendix 4), The artists “ allowed 
time for listening and observing, allowing for children’s ideas and 
learning to emerge at different paces through their explorations of  real, 
open-ended, materials that aroused curiosity, leading to a powerful 
combined ownership of a class story, supported by the indoor and 
outdoor environment.” Barbara Jones  
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 Conclusion 
 

This was not going to be the end but the beginning of the next chapter. 
We have continued some of the ideas put into place by Barbara and 
Tracie The dark room was in place and we will continue to use it . One 
of the parents who came to the LAB was so fascinated by the children 
using the light box that she got her husband to make one for us. So 
now we have one as a permanent fixture. We looked carefully at the 
printing Barbara did with the children and made a large display of it in 
the nursery wall. The children made ‘placings’- moveable pictures that 
can be changed and developed using the recycled materials they had 
already investigated to make part of a story. The story outside has 
continued to be developed and has also changed the way children use 
both outside areas  the ‘physical’  large outdoor equipment area and 
the original area set up by the artists. The reception classes used the 
outside area and have developed the story. They have made pirate 
hats to wear outside and a pirate flag has appeared on top of the flag 
pole on the ‘ship’. 

 
Children need time to explore and investigate. When the children have 
had  time  they begin to articulate their ideas. Children do not need 
words to explain what they are doing the most important thing is time. If 
they are not talking then they have not had enough time. It is important 
not to step in too early and stop their thinking process. Carefully 
worded questions are important but at the right time.  
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Overview of the Project 
 
Challenges faced by Residency: 
 
• 26 children am / pm sharing the environment 
• split teacher week affecting extension of ideas 
• resisting adult pressure to move at faster pace 
• 5 days – short term residency 
• child:staff ratio for movement between indoors and outdoors 
• physical restrictions of building to create indoor space 
• OFSTED inspection in final week of residency 
• Need to offer experience to involve all children 
• Spanning over 6 weeks and long gaps between visits 
• How to involve staff with little project experience 

 
Factors affecting success of Residency: 
 

• children’s ownership of story – both groups 
• listening and observing of artists/teacher and time to explore 
• presenting exciting multi-sensory materials in open-ended ways 
• comprehensive documentation 
• use of drawing and documentation 
• use of drawing and documentation to promote story 
• opportunity to work with small groups 
• teacher / artist team relationship and professional development 
• identifying spaces to transfer LAB practice 
• unexpected learning outcomes 
• visibility of project to parents, other staff and visitors 
• ways Teacher integrated practice 

 
Ways for improving: 
 

• more time to share and utilise documentation  
• develop experimentation with more media 
• greater involvement of other nursery staff 
• greater sharing with other school staff and pupils 
• greater sharing with parents 
• documenting through video and sound recording 
• better project planning to create greater continuity 
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Lessons learned from the evaluation 
 

The whole second skin experience has been a valuable learning 
experience for me. Working with creative partnerships in this way has 
been the best and most influential professional development of my 
career. I never realised how motivated I could be about a project. I feel 
that the work done with the artists was a valuable learning experience. 
If I could do this project again I would spend more sessions in the LAB 
and have more sessions with the artists in school.  
I will also change the planning in the nursery so that all areas of 
learning could be developed through the ‘story’. I found that children 
did test out theories and other learning taking place in the setting but I 
feel that this learning would have a greater impact if it was linked to the 
other activities of the planned curriculum. (collecting and sorting 
materials and floating and sinking) 

 
The project will now be showed to the rest of the staff within school so 
that they can see how this change in practice has improved the 
learning outcomes in all areas of learning. We will also look at how 
teaching and learning can be developed through creative provocations 
within the rest of the school. 

 


