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Summary 
x Phase 1 of Second Skin comprised three main stages: professional development of 

artists and teachers at an experimental lab; artists’ residencies in Foundation Stage 
classes; and evaluation by artists, teachers, children and researchers of 
achievements made. 

x Key questions were: what is the value of such a team; what will be the impact on 
artist, teacher and child; what evidence will there be of enriched responses from 
children and cultural behaviours of artists and practitioners; what will be the longer 
term legacy of partnerships between artists and teachers? 

x The role of the evaluators was to provide two workshops for teachers on analysing 
texts and images; visits to teachers in school to clarify the research questions and 
support for data gathering and report writing.  

x Interviews with head teachers, Creative Director and Project Design Consultant were 
carried out, focus groups of artists and teachers were held as well as video 
highlights of residencies, artists’ journals and teachers’ reports being analysed. 

x In terms of the educational context, the DfES telephone survey of Foundation Stage 
implementation (Aubrey, 2004) showed creative and physical development to be 
slightly less important than literacy and numeracy. 

x In the wider educational context, there has been sustained interest and growth in 
contemporary art practices and a number of recent initiatives demonstrating 
development of creative practices at a variety of levels (see All Our Futures, DfES, 
1999). 

x The National Curriculum and TTA standards require teachers to provide a common 
curriculum for all learners, yet there is a growing recognition of the need to challenge 
old orthodoxies by new dynamic learning methods and the creation of more 
autonomous learning that challenge traditional ideas of knowledge and skill 
acquisition. 

x The project was inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, emphasising design and 
physical  arrangements in space;  valuing collaboration among all adults; 
documentation; the ‘ateliorista’ incorporated in the programme; the ‘pedagogista’ 
providing leadership;  ample support by art resources. 

x The methodological evaluation challenges were as follows: visually-oriented 
approaches have only recently been added to qualitative studies; there is still limited 
agreement on theoretical positions  or ethical practices; there is no homogeneous 
set of  techniques/practices;  the role of the researcher is complex and shifting 
(Prosser, 2004). 

x At the same time, photography, video and electronic media is increasingly 
incorporated in research, meaning is constructed by the producer and the viewer; it 
encourages the development of a collaborative approach to production and 
interpretation of images. 

x Interviews with the Creative Director and Project Design Consultant revealed that 
artists were selected on the basis of multi-disciplinarity (visual/performance 
background) and worked as experienced/novice pairs);  a learning culture of 
pedagogic and artistic experience was developed; journals were a ‘big tool’; the 
challenge was to allow children to access learning and identify how that was to be 
done in order to allow it ‘to happen best’; finally, the goal will be to take this way of 
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working into Key Stage 1 and the Early Years Development and Care Partnership 
(EYDCP). 

x Interviews with head teachers indicated that schools had gained a new impetus and 
enthusiasm for creative working; this empowered staff to ‘take more risk’ in 
curriculum delivery; the project had provided teachers with the opportunity to ‘tap 
into skills of artists’; ‘children were more confident, less inhibited in approaching 
creative activities and staying engaged for longer periods’; longer-term benefits and 
‘permeation through the school years were desirable’. 

x The focus group with artists showed that they valued learning from each other to 
extend their practices and work they were able to do together with teachers outside 
the setting before engaging with children; they thought it was a ‘great way for the 
children to get involved and experience the artistic world and also useful for the 
artists to be questioned by four-year-olds  a very honest and levelling experience’ 
;’there was a richer learning experience for everyone involved’; they valued ‘the 
evidence collected that needs to be shared wider and wider   using that 
documentation and sharing it’; ‘the project re-emphasised how important it was that 
‘creativity is a part of childhood   a positive thing for the child’s development   self 
awareness, confidence and self-actualisation’ but it was a ‘start, a drop in the ocean, 
really’ . 

x The focus group with teachers suggested that the Reggio approach was the biggest 
influence on the environment; other staff had taken an interest in the project and 
would develop their practice with teachers and artists; planning and working with 
artists had been valued; time for children to experiment and investigate on their own 
had been created; use of different resources and activities had been generated. 

x The artists’ journals comprised notes, lists, plans for residencies, records of lab 
activities, photographs, cartoons, reflections and observations on children’s 
responses, using texts and images; they were a useful source for triangulation with 
other sources of data to identify successful practice.  

x Characteristics of successful practice were artists bringing in fresh ideas and 
building on children’s existing skills; their observation of children and teachers in 
their existing environment; their communication, reflection and modification of ideas 
with teachers; their pitching of work at an appropriate level and communicating 
effectively with children; their working knowledge of children of different ages; the 
strong relationship between participants (teacher and artists) that was formed. 

x Characteristics of one case of less successful practice observed were lack of 
planning, lack of resourcing and over-reliance on the school’s existing organisation, 
routines, activities and resources; lack of initiative/leadership in developing creative 
activities; lack of attention to health and safety issues; misunderstanding of the role 
of observation, documentation and the role of adult intervention in extending 
children’s responses. 

x Revisiting the research questions – what was the value of the team? – it created 
equal partners in negotiation, debate and reflexivity; what was the impact of such a 
collaboration? - a triadic relationship among teachers, artists and children was 
created;  what evidence was there of enriched creative response in children? – 
children appeared to be developing autonomy and other modes of thinking; what 
evidence was there of cultural change? – the teacher became a learner and active 
participant in collaborative art practices; and in the longer term, what legacy? – it is 
hoped that there will be a change in understanding of learning, knowledge and skill 
acquisition within the wider educational community. 
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x To start with we have to unlearn all assumptions, beliefs and expectations in order to 
understand new ways of working and a new aesthetic for investigating the world, in 
so doing, it can deepen and enrich the encounter for everyone; being confronted 
with an audio, video, smell and touch ambiance can create a different relationship 
between the producer and the viewer. 
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1. Background 
A core team of early years practitioners, children, artists, theatre companies, musicians, 

multi-media artists and creative industries worked together to create a model of 

collective, collaborative and reflective learning by building an interactive multi-sensory 

environment in an experimental Lab that allowed for creativity and links across all areas 

of learning. The intention was to embed in this enterprise action research training for the 

early years practitioners to enable them to explore particular research questions related 

to this experience in more depth in their own Foundation Stage (FS) settings (for three- 

to five-year-olds). The project Second Skin, a Coventry Creative Partnership’s action 

research pilot programme was Reggio-inspired, promoting a culture of investigation, 

documentation and reflection, the process being documented and evaluate by artists 

and teachers and analysed by the evaluators (the authors of this report). It aimed to 

improve teaching practice, develop professional and personal knowledge, skills, 

experiences and understanding, to help to generate confidence and competence to 

discover, evolve and model a style of working that might influence future methodology. 

Hence, it valued new learning and the capacity to model this to others. As part of the 

continuing professional development (CPD), teams of artists and teachers attended 

both the UK study week and a symposium on Children and Spaces in Reggio Emilia, 

Italy. The next phase of the project will incorporate four more schools and extend into 

Key Stage 1 (for five- to seven-year-olds). 

 

2. Research questions 
Key questions generated were as follows: 

x What is the value of developing such a team? 

x What will be the impact of such collaborative learning on artist, teacher and 

child? 

x What evidence is there (if any) of increased or enriched creative response in 

children who experience such stimulation in their daily learning environment? 

x What evidence is there (if any) of cultural change in the behaviours of teachers 

and children engaged in the project? 

x In the longer term, what is the legacy (if any) of partnership between artists 

creative industries and early years practitioners in Coventry? 
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3. Current educational context 
Since the project was intended to improve teaching practice, it is important first to 

consider the context of English FS curriculum implementation (DfEE, 2000: 116) that 

included creative development as one of six areas of learning. Notably, it asserted: 

Creativity is fundamental to successful learning.  Being creative 
enables children to make connections between one area of learning 
and another and so extend their understanding. This area of 
learning includes art, music, dance, role play and imaginative play. 

 

Moreover, it urged practitioners to give particular attention to: 

x a stimulating environment in which creativity, originality and 
expressiveness are valued; 

x a wide range of activities that children can respond to by using 
many senses; 

x sufficient time for children to explore, develop ideas and finish 
working at their ideas; 

x opportunities for children to express their ideas through a wide 
range of types of representations; 

x resources from  a variety of cultures to stimulate different ways 
of thinking; 

x opportunities to work alongside artists and other creative adults; 

x opportunities for children with visual and hearing impairment to 
have access and contact with artefacts, materials, spaces and 
movements; 

x opportunities for children who cannot communicate by voice to 
respond to music in different ways, such as gestures; and 

x accommodating children’s specific religious or cultural beliefs 
relating to particular forms of art or methods of representation. 

 

A Department of Education and Skills (DfES) telephone survey (Aubrey, 2004) of a 

nationally representative sample of head teachers and reception class teachers to 

investigate the challenges faced by those seeking the successful implementation of the 

FS presented a generally positive view. Overall, implementation of the National Literacy 

and Numeracy Strategies, transition to Key Stage 1 and planning opportunities for 

children to engage in activities that they had planned and initiated themselves was not 

regarded as a problem. Great concerns were expressed about mixed-age classes and 

teaching two curricula with distinct pedagogies. Creative and physical development 

were regarded as slightly but significantly less important than literacy and numeracy.  

This demonstrates a tension between the legislated, content-driven early years 
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curriculum and the ‘play-based’ learning that has been at the heart of ongoing debates 

about what constitutes appropriate early years education or, indeed, primary education 

for that matter. In the meantime, the recent announcement of a National Primary 

Strategy for England has stimulated fresh debate about the overall purpose of the 

primary curriculum and the extent to which teachers should be able to determine what 

they teach and how they teach it and provided an interesting context for the 

development of Creative Partnerships. 

 

4. Broader issues of teaching, learning through 
contemporary art practices 

In the broader context of teaching and learning through contemporary art practices, a 

recent report commissioned by the Arts Council of England and Tate (National 

Foundation for Educational Research and Tate, 2004) concluded that only a minority of 

schools were supporting students’ learning through contemporary art practices. Despite 

this, there is a growing interest in consortia of art galleries working together with schools 

in the area of visual arts education and artist-teacher initiatives sponsored by the Arts 

Council of England and the National Society for Education in Art and Design that are 

similar in aspiration to the project to be reported here. In fact, the All Our Futures report 

on creativity, culture and education (DfEE, 1999) recommended that emphasis on 

development of creative teaching practices at all levels of education. In the face of a 

school curriculum with prescribed content and delivery, different learning strategies are 

required, strategies that question, promote autonomous activity and challenge over-rigid 

orthodoxies as well as the precarious certainties of traditional knowledge and skill 

acquisition are required. On the one hand, contemporary artists are more likely to 

interrogate conventional wisdom and received processes of learning. On the other 

hand, artists such as those engaged in this project, who use performance, installation 

and new technologies, demand a different kind of viewer response and audience 

participation that breaks down conventional kinds of engagement and challenges 

cultural norms. As such, insights to be gained from such ventures need to be 

documented and the effectiveness of introducing such forms of knowledge and learning 

strategies into school needs to be evaluated and communicated. 
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5. The Reggio Emilia approach 
In the light of criticisms that many early childhood programmes fail to engage children’s 

minds and imaginations, preschools operated by the municipality of Reggio Emilia in 

Emila Romangna, Italy, have drawn the attention of early educators worldwide. Borgia 

(1991) has suggested five features of these preschools. First, the educational 

philosophy of the schools is influenced by the high value accorded to co-operation in 

northern Italian culture, Bruner’s concept of learning as a communal activity and Isaacs’ 

concept of learning as active inquiry.  Secondly, teachers are viewed as collaborators in 

a child’s education, rather than transmitters of knowledge. Thirdly, the design of the 

preschools has incorporated aesthetically beautiful spaces, decorated dining rooms and 

lavishly resourced art areas.  Fourthly, great value is placed on the arts, letters and 

children’s aesthetic awareness: teachers encourage communication through words and 

representations of many kinds. Fifthly, the preschools use the project approach to 

learning that incorporate, art, science, mathematics, as well as discussion and debate, 

cultural visits and field trips that make links with the community at large. Spaces are 

organised so that classrooms are integrated within the school and schools within the 

surrounding community. Project topics are chosen based on teacher observations of 

children’s play or curiosity. As they proceed, children are encouraged to depict their 

understanding through drawing, sculpture, dramatic play and writing. Children explore 

experience in  visual terms and are encouraged to depict their understanding through 

drawing, sculpture, dramatic play and  writing and this is recorded for children’s own 

later review so that they edit, refine and thereby transform their original ideas in 

imaginative variations. Indeed, two decades ago, art educator and curriculum theorist, 

Elliot Eisner in the USA, identified the role of art and play as a stimulus to children’s 

exploration of visual experience and development of the imagination. 

 

6. The methodological challenge  
With respect to the challenge posed for the evaluators of this project, as noted by 

Prosser (2005:1), visually oriented research, as opposed to word and numbers 

research, is a relative newcomer to qualitative and quantitative studies. The 

consequence of this is that there is a limited agreement on theoretical positions and 

accepted practices. That said, early years educational institutions have, for a variety of 

reasons, established comprehensive and viable ethics policies and already tend to 

have, with honourable exceptions, blanket agreement from parents for visual images of 
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their children to be collected and stored provided these are neither distributed nor put 

on the Internet. Even so ‘image-based’ research comprises a range of visual media, 

applied in a multitude of ways and as such it does not form a homogeneous set of 

technologies, techniques or practice.  Indeed, for the current project, the sheer 

overwhelming wealth of visual material available – photographs, video records, 

drawings and cartoons created some challenge to the evaluators in terms of data 

management and storage, sampling, selection and analysis (see page 13 for details). 

 

In summary, photography, video and electronic media are increasingly incorporated into 

research. They function in many ways – as cultural texts, as representations of 

knowledge just like the artefacts of Reggio children, as sites of cultural or artist 

production, as social interaction, as well as the stuff of individual experience. With the 

deconstruction of positivist certainties by critical ‘postmodern’ theoretical approaches to 

subjectivity, experience, knowledge and presentation, however, it has become 

increasingly recognised that film or photography are no more or less subjective or 

objective than written texts.  Furthermore, understanding of the way such images and 

processes are created is an important consideration when they are being used as 

research data or knowledge. Suffice it to say that the methods should serve the aims of 

the research not the aims of the method (McGuigan, 1997: 2) As researchers, it is 

important to keep in mind that such research strategies are also shaped by the subjects’ 

(artists’ or teachers’), situations, their perspectives and their demands and expectations 

of us. As noted by Pink (2001), using images in research represents a range of 

examples and possibilities. While images should not replace words as the dominant 

mode of research, they can be regarded as an equally meaningful element. At the same 

time, incorporating the postmodern approach to documentary photography, it starts with 

the idea that the meaning of the photograph is constructed by the maker and the viewer, 

both of whom carry their social positions and interests. Chaplin (1994) argues against 

the visual being treated as ‘data’ that are subjected to verbal ‘analysis’ and in their stead 

recognises the potential of the visual as sociological knowledge and critical text.  In 

summary, visual images in research and representation are increasingly used and 

scrutinised and as researchers or evaluators we must be willing to scrutinise our own 

methods to consider how subjectivity, individual experience and negotiation with 

informants figures in the production of research knowledge, in this case, evaluation 

knowledge. 
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7 Methods 
7.1 Participants 

Ten artists and performers from a wide range of art forms, including dance, theatre, 

music, visual art and new technologies were involved, five experienced in taking 

contemporary art practices to school, five novices in this respect. 

 

Five nursery teachers were involved in the first phase of the project: three from 

nurseries attached in mainstream primary schools, one from a special school context 

and one from an early excellence centre. Their head teachers were also involved. 

 

Two representatives of Creative Partnerships Coventry of the Arts Council, England 

including the Creative Director and Project Design Consultant were also involved, as 

were the two evaluators themselves. 

 

7.2 Materials 
Open-ended interview and focus group schedules were devised to allow exploration of 

the key research questions as well as triangulation of responses from artists, teachers 

and Creative Partnerships representatives. 

 

Artists’ journal accounts and teachers’ reports were also provided and video data 

gathering negotiated for each individual residency through the teacher. 

 

7.3 Procedure 
Interviews with head teachers and Creative Partnerships personnel, as well as focus 

groups with artists and teachers, were carried out at the end of the project.  Artists’ 

journal records were submitted subsequently. Teacher workshops were held by the 

evaluators on selecting a research question to structure data gathering, on textual and 

visual analysis and report writing A range of other material was provided: photographs, 

handouts of ice-breaker sessions and artists’ own ‘trigger’ sessions drawing upon and 

communicating approaches, techniques and playful activities devised for one another by 

way of ‘give away’ skills sessions. 
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7.4 Analysis 
Transcribed interviews and focus group responses were analysed in a general sense 

using constant comparison (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Examples of good practice (as 

well as the ‘not so good’ practice) were identified by video observation, by teacher and 

artist report, and triangulated by journal records in order that characteristics of 

effectiveness could be identified and articulated.  

 

8 Findings 
8.1 Interview with Creative Partnerships representatives 

In terms of the value of developing such a team (Question 1), it was felt that putting 

together pedagogic and multi-disciplinary artistic experience on ‘an equal playing field’ 

was the key to success. An initial period of joint professional development allowed core 

skills and expertise of participants ‘to be rubbed off on each other’ with the more 

experienced artists leading skill-sharing activities. This created an ‘independent yet 

interdependent group of artists’. 

 

With respect to the impact of such collaborative learning on artist, teacher and child 

(Question 2) it was felt that a learning culture had been created and the personal 

journals had provided a ‘big tool’ for participants. Children’s investigations had been 

validated and participants had been able to stand back to note ‘how children accessed 

learning and what needed to be done to allow that to happen best’. 

 

In relation to evidence of increased creative responses in children (Question 3), it was 

felt that this could not be answered yet but, in a general way, children were taking the 

initiative and more of the teachers were ready to stand back. 

 

Regarding evidence of cultural change (Question 4), it was felt that the project was 

‘giving back professional responsibility to teachers’. It was ‘more down to them’. 

 

Finally, in terms of the longer-term legacy and benefits (Question 5), it was 

acknowledged that the core group of artists would grow and change. The experimental 

Lab would continue to be available for a while. Training would continue in each school 

and Creative Partnerships had been asked to work with the Coventry Early Years 

Development and Care Partnership (EYDCP). An aspiration was to grow the artist team 

and develop artists to work within the region. 
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Most successful aspects of the project included the artist team not being facilitated by 

the Creative Partnership representatives at the start and, thus, leading to multiple 

viewpoints being generated and incorporated.  Partnership between teachers and 

artists, with teachers being positioned as equals, had been successful, as had the 

research that they had done. Particular pairings of artists with schools created 

‘unexpected repercussions’ and an (unforeseen) ‘amount of ripples that had come out of 

the project’. 

Buzz and interest [had been] created in the region and beyond. 
People had begun to question how they worked. They wanted more 
of it – to explore further. The project was beginning to influence 
other people and schools. It had brought out the area of 
experimentation for children, teachers and artists. There was 
interest in taking such ways of working into Key Stage 1 (for five- to 
seven-year-olds). 

 

Less successful aspects of the projects related to planning and communication - 

reliance on oral communication had ‘not been understood in the same way’ and ‘needed 

to be more precise’. Lessons learned during this phase of the project concerned 

‘communication systems, especially in terms of the evaluation processes’, ‘clarifying 

roles and responsibilities’. Also mentioned was the need for continued professional 

development (CPD) of artists in various areas. 

 

8.2 Interviews with head teachers 
In terms of the value of developing such a team (Question 1), all head teachers talked 

about the benefits for staff. Two noted specifically that it was an opportunity for 

professional development  of staff directly involved in the project that had had an impact 

on the rest of the early years staff. It provided an opportunity for staff to ‘tap into the 

skills of the artists’: 

The fact that we’re able to tap into the skills of the artists  I feel 
quite strongly that children can express themselves creatively 
without even having to use language... We’re good at the early 
years side of it but we’re not artists and we don’t think like artists. 

 

This led to empowerment of the staff and helped them to take more risks in the way 

they delivered the curriculum to the children.  

 

One head teacher mentioned that it gave the school a new impetus and enthusiasm for 

creative working. This was felt to be lost with the normal pressures of school. Another 
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one mentioned that because it was a team experience, it allowed each team member an 

opportunity to view things from one another’s perspective. Two mentioned the benefits 

for the children. ‘It was a great way to access the curriculum’ that would broaden the 

child’s horizon ‘in terms of a developmental view, that is, there was not necessarily a 

single route through early child development’. 

 

With respect to the impact of such collaborative learning on artist, teacher and child 

(Question 2), head teachers did not feel able to give a view about the impact of 

collaborative learning, though one mentioned that there was bound to be a two-way 

learning process that occurred between artists and practitioners. Three head teachers 

felt that teachers’ practice would be developed from the collaboration. Having 

opportunities to develop and enrich current practice and construct new approaches 

were thought to be the main impacts on teachers:  ‘I think that it has empowered her 

  to try new things. To feel freer about what she’s trying to do with the children’ in 

terms of team collaboration: 

They’ve had opportunities to plan   and they’ve had opportunities 
to develop approaches and strategies that they’ve been able to put 
into practice. I think that it’s enriched the ‘collaborativeness’. That 
dialogue has enriched their practice and the effects we’ve had in 
terms of what the children have produced has been quite 
significant.  It’s enabled staff to think differently and that has had an 
impact on what the children have done. 

 

In relation to evidence of increased or enriched creative response in children (Question 

3), comment was made of children who had taken part being more confident and less 

inhibited about the way they approached creative activities. One head teacher 

commented, in particular, that the opportunities provided to mix with other adults, that is, 

the artists, had improved children’s social skills. 

The confidence it’s built into the children. I think that this has given 
them the confidence to try new things, explore, meet new adults 
because often that’s one of the social skills that we’re trying to 
teach children when they come in.  

 

Another head teacher explained that the children were confident to approach new things 

and to explore.  

The children have had the confidence to approach things, 
especially in the outdoor area   Encouraging children to combine 
things and use a lot of space  Then introducing them to light and 
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dark with projectors that was great for the children because we 
haven’t done any work like that and that’s continued  

 

One head teacher believed that the FS was already an enriching experience for the 

children and that the project did not seem to have changed that in any way, although 

children had greatly enjoyed the experience. 

 

Regarding evidence of cultural change (Question 4), two head teachers mentioned 

changes in staff’s teaching styles: 

The children are now doing different activities   which are planned 
but loosely planned   and they’re exploring all these avenues and  
it’s coming more from the children than the direction of the staff   
and staff are quite comfortable with it now because they can see 
the benefits.  

 

Three head teachers commented that children were staying engaged with the activities 

over longer periods of time. Levels of dissemination to and involvement of other staff, 

however, varied from school to school and head teachers recognised that cultural 

change would take time and would need to involve the whole authority. 

 

Finally, the head teachers agreed that there would be a longer-term legacy and benefits 

from partnerships between artists, creative companies and early years practitioners in 

Coventry (Question 5). It was recognised that there could be benefits for any age group 

and that the effects would permeate through the school years. One head teacher 

related the project outcomes to the wider government agenda. This head teacher felt 

that the project experience could only enhance the ‘excellence and enjoyment’ agenda 

through the use of artists that benefited both staff and children. 

 

Successful aspects of the project were related to the artist residencies. Children had 

enjoyed this and staff had benefited from engaging with other professionals and from 

the enthusiasm and confidence modelled by the artists. There were more opportunities 

for children to have conversations about the world around them. Less successful 

aspects identified, matched those recognised by Creative Partnerships personnel – 

communication was, at times, inadequate for the needs of schools that planned in 

yearly cycles. The head teachers felt that they were not always certain about what was 

going to happen and when. A large burden was placed on administrative staff when 

they had to arrange and then rearrange plans with little notice. Clarification of 
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expectations from all parties at the outset would have been helpful, As one head 

teacher observed, very high expectations were placed on practitioners.  There needed 

to be better communication in order to convey what these were, as well as when and 

where things were happening. Finally, it was noted that risk assessments that needed to 

be carried before sanctioning an activity, on or off the site did not appear to have been 

fully understood by all participants in the Creative Partnerships project. 

 

Overall, the main lessons learned in this phase of the project related to staff’s freeing up 

of the curriculum and children’s ability to respond, engage with artists and experiment. 

The enthusiasm of teachers and the potential of children should not be under-estimated. 

There are so many things to deal with in primary schools and the 
whole business of being creative and about offering experiences to 
children is just basically what the school’s really about at the 
moment and we’re in a position where we can do that. I think that 
some of the projects that have come from Creative Partnerships 
have been really good. They’ve been things that we couldn’t 
possibly imagine. We could probably do them now but we couldn’t 
possibly see the starting point. I think that that’s what it’s about. It’s 
about enablement  

 

8.3 Focus group of artists 
In terms of the value of bringing such a team together (Question 1), the artists identified 

a number of positive aspects. A cross-disciplinary team could learn from each another 

and extend their practice. Allowing practitioners and artists to work together outside the 

setting before they worked with children was regarded as a particular benefit. Also there 

was a transfer of skills with teachers:  ‘I was learning loads on the residency   we 

learned a lot from teachers and I’m sure the teachers learned a lot from us as well’. ‘It’s 

been   really productive when teachers have joined in with the skill sharing   It’s the 

relationship-building and confidence- building and trust and the sharing of ideas’. 

 

With respect of the impact of collaborative learning (Question 2), it was acknowledged 

that ‘a richer learning experience had been created for everyone involved’. Moreover, 

‘trusting the children with the ideas, giving them ownership and taking those risks had 

made the experience a lot richer’. 

 

In relation to evidence of an enriched creative response from children (Question 3), it 

was agreed that there was ‘huge evidence’ and ‘you can tell by their enthusiasm that it’s 

not an everyday thing’. It was agreed that ‘their increased, enriched creative responses 
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were probably due  to   being listened to and their ideas being followed through so   

their own personal interest was in it   fulfilling their ideas   so we’ve been more 

enabling in that process’. 

 

Regarding evidence of cultural change (Question 4), the artists felt that there had been 

a ‘massive learning curve for teachers   in letting children experience the environment 

but not creating too much provocation or rules so the children were able to experiment 

and be inspired. ‘There is a great willingness and it’s still happening’. 

 

The long-term legacy (Question 5), it was felt, would be assisted by the intended ‘roll 

out’. It was noted that children had a short time in the Lab but the project was long 

enough to show teaching staff how to respond – ‘It’s a start - a drop in the ocean really’. 

‘We’re all affected by it. It will affect our practice’. 

The evidence that has been collected, that needs to be shared 
wider and wider apart from having more residencies. It would be 
great, to actually get the point over in practice and using the 
documentation and sharing it.    

 

With respect to less successful aspects of the project, artists identified three areas for 

development: full days of working were felt to be too long for the group of special school 

children involved and, hence, half days would have been more appropriate in their case; 

sharing documentation and gaining technical support for this from the start of the project 

could have been used to inform the process and, thus, increase its potential; the lack of 

a facilitator or ‘mediator’ in the initial stages could lead to time wasting. 

 

The main lessons learned had been about working in a group, integrating different skills 

– ‘how visual art can integrate drama and movement’, ‘time to listen’, ‘working with 

children’.  ‘The key words for me have been provocation and research, giving 

provocation and allowing things to grow and having confidence in that’. 

 

8.4 Focus group of teachers 
In terms of the value of developing such a team (Question 1), three teachers 

commented particularly on the opportunity of working with artists in the Lab without the 

children and, in particular, on the benefits of the skill-sharing activities. Planning and 

working with artists in the residencies was also highlighted. 
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With respect to the impact of collaborative learning (Question 2), teachers referred to 

specific Reggio-inspired techniques, such as, projecting objects on a screen and hiding 

under material, copying projections, the dark room and light box. Other impacts 

identified related to dance – ‘everything developed into a dance’ and music – ‘Anna’s 

music den’. Other comments related to ‘developing social skills’, ‘greater interactivity’ 

and ‘a greater interest in ‘table work’. 

 

In relation to increased creative response (Question 3), teachers again referred to 

specific approaches and materials of artists – ‘Tracie’s dark room’, ‘Barbara’s 

investigations with materials’, ‘the CD trail’, ‘Lindsey’s use of the OHP’, ‘the role of play’, 

‘the stones’ and ‘the music’. 

 

Regarding evidence of cultural change in their own behaviour (Question 4), references 

were again made to Reggio-inspired activity – ‘Reggio   the biggest influence   the 

environment, making it more hands-on and practical’, ‘incorporating children’s ideas and 

giving them more time to experiment and investigate on their own for longer’, ‘Karl 

tickling the mirrors, different resources  ’ 

 

The longer-term legacy (Question 5) was seen to have arisen from working with artists. 

One teacher commented that she would ‘still have artists for a new project with Year 3 

and 4 children (eight- and nine-year-olds)’ but declared ‘I can be the artist and work with 

other teachers and children in the school. In other words, she now felt equipped to take 

on the role of the artist herself. Specifically, working with an artist who was a dancer by 

training enabled the teacher to recognise her own undoubted talents in this area that 

might be more widely deployed in the teaching context. Another agreed that the benefits 

could be seen so clearly and it was ‘really important to carry on   with older children 

too and in other subjects, such as maths. ‘The project had created ‘openness, vision, 

enthusiasm and passion’.    

 

Particularly successful things that were identified were working with artists and other 

teachers to ‘develop one’s own skills and see what artists could do’. Children had been 

given ‘more freedom to take risks’, ‘develop initiative’, ‘do different things with less 

restraint’. ‘Communication between artists and teachers’ and the ‘need for expectations 

to be set’ were identified by teachers as less successful aspects, confirming the 

responses made by previous groups. Working relationships between artists and 
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teachers had not been resolved in one case or expectations clarified about when to 

stand back or when to extend by deploying specific artist skills. Lack of resources, such 

as time for planning, lack of small areas of space or ‘sheltered spots’, lack of staff to be 

involved with large groups of children were also identified.  

 

Finally, the main lessons to be learned revolved round ‘giving children time to 

experiment and investigate, ‘children need time and space if they are going to take part 

in creative activities   the whole curriculum can be creative’ and ‘giving children 

ownership’. For this to be effective teachers’ needed ‘documentation of processes   it 

made us look more towards that sort of thing   how we document their learning’.. 

 

8.5 Artists’ journals and teachers’ reports 
Artists’ journals comprised notes, lists, plans for residencies, records of Lab activities, 

photographic records, cartoons, reflections and observations on children’s responses. 

Some included evaluative comments. They comprised texts and images, records and 

constructions that were not really intended for an outside viewer. By contrast, teachers’ 

reports were produced for an outside viewer and constructed to develop specific action 

research skills, improve investigation of a specific research question during the 

residency and gather specific data, evaluate formally what was found out, as well as 

what lessons could be learned from the evaluation. On the one hand, teachers 

constructed a conventional text with a particular audience or viewer in mind, on the 

other hand, they created a visual record that encapsulated critical moments of 

subjective experience and personal excitement as well as produce professional 

knowledge through negotiation with evaluators. 

 

For the evaluators, these texts served to triangulate with their visual records of artists 

residencies (video and photograph) as well as their own personal experiences of the 

project and allowed key characteristics of effective and less effective practice to be 

identified. 

 

Characteristics of successful practice indicated that artists brought fresh ideas and built 

upon children’s existing skills. They observed children and teachers in their existing 

environment. They communicated, reflected upon and modified their ideas with 

teachers. They pitched their work at the right level and communicated effectively with 

children. They had knowledge of working with children of different ages. Strong and 
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valued relationships between participants (teachers and artists) were formed that 

provided a firm basis for planning the use of resources (adults, an imaginative array of 

materials, time and arrangement of space), implementing, documenting and evaluating. 

In fact, this Reggio-inspired project at its best included such aspects of the original 

Reggio programme as were worth emulating.  

 

By contrast, features of the one observed case of less successful practice were lack of 

planning, lack of resourcing and over-reliance upon the school’s existing organisation, 

routines, activities and resources. Here there was a lack of initiative-taking and 

leadership in developing creative activities or, indeed, evidence of the very skill-sharing 

activities that the Lab experience had generated. Above all, there seemed in this case 

to be a misunderstanding of the role of observation, documentation and adult 

responsibility in extending children’s responses. What marked this less effective 

practice was the lack of the distinguishing features of Reggio experimental preschools, 

that is, the collaboration among teachers and artists, the studio atmosphere, the group 

projects which provide numerous opportunities for symbolic representation with art as 

central to the educational process, as a form of exploration and expression in which the 

adult’s role is critical. Children and adults should be viewed as partners in learning, as 

facilitators of a constructivist curriculum, as provocateurs who create problems to be 

solved or puzzles to unravel. Whilst, adults do act as careful observers who document 

children’s development they too are engaged in a sequence of responding, recording, 

exploring, investigating and provoking that occurs through most projects. However, in 

this context it should be noted that the residencies were relatively short and significant 

impact on children’s learning could not have been anticipated or expected. 

 

9 Discussion 
In an attempt to draw this evaluation report together, some key findings emerge. The 

value in developing the team lay in creating equal pedagogic and artistic partners in 

debate, negotiation and reflexivity. This required the trust, honesty and openness of all 

participants. The impact of such collaborative learning was the creation of a ‘learning 

culture’ and, indeed, a triadic relationship formed of teachers, artists and children, and 

thus a richer learning environment had been created for all. Evidence of enriched 

creative response in children was shown in their increasing autonomy and broader 

range of modes of thinking, acting and representing. Evidence of cultural change in 

teachers’ behaviour was demonstrated by the creation of a teacher as learner and 
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active participant in collaborative art practices. In the longer term, it is hoped that the 

legacy will be a change in understanding of learning, knowledge and skill acquisition, 

first of all in the early years sector but also, more broadly, within the wider educational 

community. 

 

Second Skin is to be congratulated on designing a sophisticated model of professional 

development that engaged artists and teachers working collectively, collaboratively and 

reflectively, first in an experimental Lab and secondly in short residencies that deployed 

a wide range of art forms including dance, theatre, music, visual art and new 

technologies in a manner in order to improve teaching practice, develop professional 

and personal knowledge, skills, experiences and understanding. As such, they are well-

placed to generate new ways of participation for learners that break down existing forms 

of knowledge and skill acquisition and, thus, transform understanding of learning and 

teaching in schools. Not all practice was equally effective and, inevitably, a new project 

generated its own glitches in terms of planning, communication and establishing clear 

roles and expectations for all concerned. Nevertheless, characteristics of effective 

practice do emerge to offer some guide to future development and next steps. 

 

Finally, as intimated in an earlier section such an evaluation of Creative Partnerships 

breaks down barriers between images and text, records and constructs, producers and 

viewers, it even challenges the conventional role of the researcher in terms of 

objectivity, data gathering and negotiation with informants in order to create new 

meanings for action research. Indeed, the project generated journal writing by the 

evaluators themselves, visits to gallery installations and investigations of the responses 

of their own sample of young children to contemporary art techniques. They too 

wondered, as educationalists always will, about the role of the adult in children’s 

learning – how supportive, how directive – when and how challenge should be 

introduced. Small wonder that artists themselves should be vexed by such issues and 

fall back, as one tends to do, on informal or ‘folk’ beliefs about the nature of learning, 

teaching and developmenti. 

                                            
i  We all have ‘folk’ psychologies and pedagogies about what makes human’s tick and, indeed, we are 
‘equipped with notions about how the child’s mind learns and even what makes it grow’ (Bruner, 1996: 
46). It is generally accepted today that children’s learning is active, self-regulating and constructive. 
Hence, teaching is directed to conceptual change in a dialectical process between learner and the 
social/cultural world. Whether learning is seen as cultural acquisition, as the learning of skills or as natural 
development, these conceptions will be drawn upon in the way we foster learning (Scardamalia and 
Bereiter, 1989). Teaching as fostering natural development, for instance, will be oriented towards 
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10 Conclusions 
As artists, teachers, Creative Partnership representatives and evaluators, we have to 

unlearn assumptions, beliefs and expectations in order to understand a new way of 

working and a new aesthetic for investigating the world.  Being confronted with audio, 

video, smell, touch and ambiance creates a different relationship between the project, 

the participants and observers. Hopefully, in so doing, we can deepen and enrich the 

encounter for everyone.  

 

11 Recommendations 
x The mission and strategic drive of the Creative Director and Creative Design 

Consultant were key to the success of this project and maintaining their role and 

high profile will be equally important as the next phase of the project unfolds. 

x The imagination of the head teachers involved, in recognising the wider whole 

school benefits in terms of staff engagement, innovative teaching strategies and 

pupil learning, indicates the central importance of gaining the full commitment of 

head teachers at the start of the next phase of the project. 

x The artists’ appreciation of working in cross-disciplinary teams and the opportunities 

this provided for skill sharing, indicates the advantages of engaging artists, theatre 

companies, musicians, multi-media artists and creative industries working together 

to create a model of collective, collaborative and reflective learning in the next phase 

of the project. 

x  The teachers’ undoubted enthusiasm for the opportunities provided for skill sharing 

and relationship building with the artists as a two-way process was an important 

factor in the enriching of children’s responses. Thus, time for artists and teachers to 

work together outside the classroom will be important to retain in future residencies. 

x The importance of a facilitator at the outset of the project in establishing appropriate 

expectations and setting clear roles and responsibilities for artists and teachers in 

respect of work to be carried out should not be under-estimated and will help to 

avoid uncertainty about leadership and confusion about relative responsibilities in 

terms of management of planning/preparation, organisation, resources (human, 

materials, space and time) and in carrying out additional tasks such as journal 

keeping or report writing.  

                                                                                                                                             
producing an environment and resources for the growth of natural dispositions but may underplay the 
adult’s role in moving the child beyond ‘what comes naturally’.    
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x Unresolved relationship problems and/or confused expectations between artists and 

teachers need to be addressed immediately to avoid the best resources of teacher 

and artist being wasted and children, as main beneficiaries losing out. 

x Overall planning and timetabling needs to be agreed at the outset and clearly 

communicated to schools, as busy head teachers have to plan a whole school year 

in advance. 

x If a Reggio-inspired approach is to be advocated, it is important that key features are 

fully understood by both artists and teachers. These include the educational 

philosophy, the role of teachers as collaborators in a child’s learning, rather than 

transmitters of knowledge, the design and resourcing of aesthetically beautiful 

spaces, the value placed on arts, letters and children’s aesthetical awareness and 

the use of a ‘project’ method that integrates arts, science, mathematics, as well as 

discussion and visits that make links to the community as a whole. It is also essential 

that the culture of investigation, documentation and reflection is fully understood and 

incorporated appropriately into schools’ existing ways of working. 

x Finally, sustaining curriculum development is an ongoing challenge and should not 

be under-estimated. In order for change to be maintained beyond the stage of 

model, demonstration and information exchange, teachers will require continuing 

support as they apply the new knowledge, skills and understandings that they have 

acquired. The need for monitoring, ongoing support and guidance for teachers as 

new ways of working embed and become sustained over time cannot be over-

emphasised. Otherwise, there is a real danger that the benefits will wash out and 

any temporary impact is lost. 
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