Rewriting the curriculum 

Schools are beginning to take their lead in the curriculum from their pupils' creativity and enthusiasm, writes Ben Williamson 
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Amidst all the talk of league tables, targets, examination fiascos and inspection reports, many nurseries, primaries and secondary schools are being quietly inspired by the children they work with. Taking the lead from young children's creativity and enthusiasm, some are even letting the youngsters lead the curriculum. 

Five nursery schools in Bath have recently teamed up with five artists and five cultural centres for a three-year pilot project aptly named 5x5x5. Based on a model of nursery schooling from the Italian province of Reggio Emilia, the 5x5x5 project focuses on children as creators of learning, and aims to open up the ways in which nurseries approach the government's national foundation stage framework. 

Each nursery school in the scheme has its own artist who works alongside the teacher, but the role of both is to carefully observe children's activities and help facilitate learning activities, not to direct them. Trips out to the partnering cultural centres, such as Bath's Theatre Royal, become inspiration for later activities. 

Penny Hay, an arts development officer for Bath and North East Somerset, developed the project with early years consultant Mary Fawcett. "We describe it as developing a creative learning community," says Ms Hay. "We aim to enable children to research their world and construct their thinking in imaginative ways." 

Already the "creative triangles" at the heart of the project have been exhibiting work completed by the children in collaboration with their artist partners. More than 100 children have been involved. 

In its first year, part of this process has been the professional development of the staff involved too. They have been learning to "step back and observe carefully," Ms Hay says. "They're sensitive to children's interests and desires, and they can introduce sensibly provocative ideas." 

This might all sound terribly radical. But it's not an attempt to say no to national guidelines. Quite the opposite. Mary Fawcett has been teaching nursery school children since 1955, and she has seen many changes in that time. "In 1955, things weren't perfect, but we did have a more child-oriented focus even then." 

A "tick-box" culture has, especially since the late 1970s, tended to stifle creative approaches to nursery schooling. Teachers trying to work within it, Ms Fawcett reports, have often said that it just doesn't feel right. 

5x5x5 aims to rectify that. "We are working within the national framework. Our teachers are having to be imaginative so they can open it up." 

According to the 5x5x5 ethos, the best way to meet both children's creative impulses and to tick the boxes is by observing children and noting their activities and behaviours. Results have already shown that often child-led investigations of their ideas will naturally lead to questions around maths and science, allowing boxes to be ticked. It's just a question of letting children play the part of "protagonists of their own learning," as Penny Hay calls it. Observing that and "taking children's ideas seriously" can lead to imaginative approaches to creativity within otherwise prescriptive frameworks. 

"The most important thing for us," Ms Hay says, "is getting the local recognition first, and then hopefully we can stimulate change across the country." With new "triangles" arranged in Bristol for the next year, it is clear the approach has the potential to spread. 

Meanwhile, in Scotland, an occasional visual arts club based in Room 13 of Caol primary school has grown into an established arts studio run by the pupils for the pupils - and for their community. 

Established in 1994, Room 13 artists have exhibited at prestigious shows across the UK, and won two prizes in the 2002 annual Barbie Awards (the Turner prize for children) - they won in the school and individual artists categories. Its management team has even managed to set up a second Room 13 initiative in a nearby school. 

Even though the management team and artists themselves are only eight to 12-years-old. 

The fact that a group of primary school children have been given budgetary responsibility and generate income through their own fundraising initiatives is impressive enough. They also pay the salary of a full-time artist-in-residence (when they can afford to), and have the freedom to come and go to lessons by arrangement with their teachers. 

These Room 13 initiatives are open to all young people in their communities, from the very young all the way up to school-leavers in their late teens. Its philosophy describes it as "meritocracy that places visual literacy, the ability to think and the skills of visual expression at its heart." 

It is these kinds of creative responses to curricular prescriptiveness that major national initiatives are now beginning to tap into. The RSA (Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce) has just published its Opening Minds report, detailing the results of pilot studies in six comprehensive schools. 

The RSA Opening Minds initiative is a competence-led curriculum, not a knowledge-based curriculum. The first Opening Minds report was released in 1999. Project director Valerie Bayliss says it concluded that, "the system neglects the development of the competences and skills that young people will need to survive and succeed later on." The Opening Minds approach therefore operates by identifying children's needs in the social, personal and employment worlds first, rather than prescribing content to be learned for assessment. 

Back in Bath, Penny Hay and Mary Fawcett are planning their next steps. They believe that the children involved in the 5x5x5 triangles have an advantage now that they would like to see carry on through primary school and even into secondary. 

"At Reggio Emilia schools in Italy," Ms Fawcett says, "they say they're 'giving children an extra pocket'." 

If initiatives like 5x5x5, Room 13 and Opening Minds flourish and creativity becomes an integral part of schooling throughout children's educational careers, expect them to start emerging as young adults with a lot of pockets. 

· Ben Williamson, is a learning researcher at NESTA Futurelab 
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