5x5x5=creativity

‘researching children researching the world’

5x5x5=creativity is an approach which brings together artists and teachers as creative enablers who work collaboratively to enrich the learning experiences of all. Director of Research Penny Hay and consultant Mary Fawcett explain.

5x5x5=creativity started life in 2000 inspired by Penny Hay’s research with artists working in schools, and by Mary Fawcett’s involvement in the Reggio Emilia Hundred Languages of Children Exhibition. It brought together five local artists together with five local early years settings and five cultural centres (galleries, theatres, museums etc) in the spirit of creative collaboration – hence the name 5x5x5=creativity.

At the time we had observed a reduction in child-initiated activity in the early years and, in common with many others, were concerned by teachers’ anxieties of teachers about what they saw as a prescriptive approach of the Foundation Stage curriculum at that time. We were influenced by the recommendations in the NACCCE (1999) report, All Our Futures, which called for greater emphasis on the need for creative and cultural education and partnerships with arts organisations that might stimulate more challenging experiences for children. We also wanted to promote Bernadette Duffy’s (1998) idea of creativity as ‘connecting the unconnected in ways that are meaningful to the individual’ by engaging children’s curiosity and imagination, and their ability to reflect critically on ideas, actions and outcomes.

Now, seven years on, 5x5x5 has developed a unique identity, though it continues to be influenced by the creative educational practice of the preschools of Reggio Emilia. Our underpinning philosophical values emphasise the creative competence of children, their rights to democratic participation, and co-construction of knowledge with enabling adults, and these are key to the approach (see box). Artists continue to be key participants, but creativity is seen as a life-wide capacity, involving ‘possibility thinking’ (Craft, 2002) affecting all aspects of children’s development.

In those seven years, 5x5x5 has worked with over 55 settings in five local authorities and from the research gathered through documentation and the involvement of all participants, we have come to recognise four elements in creativity:
· Creative values - the adults believe in the competence and strength of children, a ‘pedagogy of listening’ (Rinaldi, 2006)

· Creative relationships - attentive, respectful adults and children working democratically together

· Creative environments - physical spaces and resources, and also an emotional climate supporting creativity

· Creative behaviours and learning dispositions - enabling creative thinking and learning dispositions, ie holistic learning.

We recognise that these elements, which we use to analyse and frame our thinking, closely match the new set of principles in the Early Years Foundation Stage: a unique , strong child; positive relationships; enabling environments; and learning and development.

Further national recognition for the approach we are promoting is to be found in the Roberts Report (2006) and we continue to our aim to disseminate our research and offer guidance from our findings. This takes various forms including annual exhibitions and national seminars, and a full colour annual report. Recently we produced a DVD called 100 Voices and our website www.5x5x5creativity.org will soon be launched . We are also members of the national the Refocus network, based at Sightlines Initiative, and hold regional meetings to share work in 5x5x5 and other projects holding comparable values. A book, Researching Children Researching the World: 5x5x5=creativity, will be published by Trentham Books in 2008.

Principles of 5x5x5=creativity

· Child are seen, from birth, as creative knowledge builders, explorers and co-constructors of their learning;

· Educators and artists are enablers of the children’s learning within a culture of listening;

· Learning is focussed on the processes of children’s learning, not the end product;

· Documenting children’s learning journeys is our method for evaluating and reflecting upon the children’s thinking and learning;

· The creative and reflective cycle underpins the work; 

· Developing a creative learning community of educators, artists, co-workers in cultural centres, parents and children;

· Involving family and community in life-long learning.

· Professional development is an integral part if the project

· The concept of the hundred languages of children inspires the use of many forms of expression.

Further information

5x5x5 reports and 100 Voices DVD obtainable from: Research Assistant, 5x5x5=creativity, PO Box 3236, Chippenham SN15 9DE; info5x5x5@btinternet.com 

www.5x5x5creativity.org.uk
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Making a museum at Freshford Primary School
Background

Artists have worked in partnership with the reception class for four years, with new children each year. Strong relationships and deepening engagement have helped to establish a reflective and creative environment. The rural locality in which the school is set forms the cultural setting. At the beginning of the year the initial provocation from the artists was a walk, the goal of which was to observe the children’s fascinations, to listen to what they had to say and to get to know them better as individuals. The idea for the museum came from the children and all the quotations are theirs. At this age, four-five year-olds, children move playfully between reality and fantasy. Increasingly they know the difference but their inventions of imaginative possibilities and story-telling are a valuable cognitive activity. Each year the children have conjured up imaginary worlds (see the DVD for last year’s Kurdish Garden learning story). The supportive and creative climate the artists and teacher develop depends on: allowing the children to make explorations, to enquire, to build stories and to be open-ended. Though the artists provide basic materials for drawing, constructing and making, they are perhaps more important as catalysts in the children’s and adults’ creative development.

Discarded objects: a beach ball, a rusty tin…found amongst feathers, pine cones, shells, sticks…fascinating in their incongruity, picked up and brought back to the classroom. These began an interest in collections and a source of inspiration for fantasies to take root and grow. Fragments of walks - brought back in the form of memories, photographs, and sounds. The classroom became a space to share ‘treasures’, to talk about their meanings and connections, with time to listen, linger, wonder and speculate about the world around them.

On a wet winter walk, we find ‘a stick what looks like antlers’ and ‘a piece of the moon’ (conker shell). Lots and lots of sticks, leaves and grass are secreted in pockets. Many tiny, striped snail shells seem at first to be the same but actually ‘they are all different and beautiful’. We bring our treasures back and share our thoughts and memories. The objects represent other things real and imaginary. We recall walks with our families and things we’ve found before. We find a discarded beach ball; ‘I think there’s a beach nearby… maybe it’s a secret beach’.

Another cold and muddy morning the children set of to find the ‘secret beach’. They have drawn a map [a frequent response from children in 5x5x5] ‘so we know which way to go.’ We catch the wind in plastic bags and call down the 
clouds that can take us to the secret beach. ‘The cloud’s called Holly and you have to shout for her’. We float leaf boats and a sledge for “a teeny weeny elf” down a rainwater ‘waterfall’ in the road. Adding to our collections, we find a rusty tin “that might be gold or jewels”.

The children and adults bring in their ‘special things’ from home, objects they have found. We try to guess what some of them are: ‘an olden day thing’, ‘a bit of a fallen off wooden church’. We all listen carefully to each other’s stories. ‘We found it on holiday. First my daddy made it for my mummy … she wore the necklace all the time on holiday’. The children enjoy each other’s memories which prompt further recollections. They keep their things in ‘special boxes’ at home: ‘I got a whole collection of this stuff’. Each object has a place on the big shared blue carpet and we photograph them all.

The children decide they want to share the story and their memories with others. They could ‘turn all the classroom and playground into a museum’, but they decide to ‘make the museum in the wall on the terrace.’[A rough country wall of huge stones.] They ‘make a hole in the wall and dig it out and put the things inside’ and, over three weeks, create a Museum of Found Objects’ that includes photographs of their special things and objects made from the sticks and other things they have collected. Their museum is ‘the best thing we’ve had ever’ and the children decide to celebrate it with a grand opening for parents and siblings.

It is a way of sharing an ongoing fascination with collections and ‘precious stuff’ (as Claire, one of the children, said).

‘You are seeing the inside of something when you see it with your heart’ according to Emma, another child, ‘ you find out more and more.’
Quotes from the head:

The principles of 5x5x5 are now embedded in the school and the outcomes are exponential and have proved to be sustainable. Being involved in the research has helped us to understand the importance of well-defined values that are based on children’s capacity for learning in a climate of creativity, autonomy and purposefulness.

5x5x5 encouraged staff to appreciate the positive impact of adult support for children’s individual development through skilfully facilitated child-initiated activities. We are now able to identify the children’s learning dispositions more acutely, with the effect that their learning has become more robust, resilient and meaningful. 

The project provided a framework of support and development which led staff into deep levels of reflection and evaluation. During the research [which continues through each year] we work with mentors, the evaluation team, artists, advisers and many other settings. Annual exhibitions and conferences have afforded opportunities to share and celebrate the school’s experiences with many settings and colleagues who have a national profile in education. This has created a crucible of experience, talent and passion which has become the catalyst for our ever-deepening understanding of the human capacity for learning. ‘5x5x5 is very special. The people involved really listen to the children, valuing what they do say and want to do.’ 

Anne Forrest, Head of Freshford Primary School
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