Engage in the Foundation Phase

A toolkit for teachers, artists and galleries

Introduction

This toolkit has resulted from the evaluation of an action research programme taking place in Wales between 2005 and 2009. Artists, galleries and early years settings in five local authorities teamed up to develop projects with the aim of exploring what role artists and galleries can play in facilitating learning for children aged 3-7 within the Foundation Phase curriculum. 

From five inspirational projects many interesting ideas, strategies and insights have emerged, and this document shares some of what has been discovered. Although the projects took place in Wales there are many parallels between the Foundation Phase in Wales and the Foundation Stage curriculum in England. Consequently, this toolkit will be of value to anyone considering developing projects linking artists, galleries and young children. 

Two more projects will take place in 2008-9 and the toolkit will be updated once these projects have been evaluated.  

More information about the action research programme and case studies of the individual projects can be found at 

www.engagecymru.org.uk
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The Foundation Phase approach

The Foundation Phase is the curriculum for all children aged 3-7 in Wales. It places great emphasis on developing children’s:
· skills and understanding 

· personal, social, emotional, physical and intellectual well-being

· positive attitudes to learning so children enjoy learning and will want to continue with their education for longer 

· self-esteem and self-confidence to experiment, investigate, learn new things and form new relationships 

· creative and expressive skills and observation to encourage their development as individuals with different ways of responding to experiences 

Following some refinements during the pilot phase, seven broad curriculum areas are covered by the Foundation Phase curriclum. These are:

· personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity  

· language, literacy and communication skills 

· mathematical development 

· Welsh language development 

· knowledge and understanding of the world 

· physical development 

· creative development.

Great emphasis is placed on the provison of activities in the outdoors and outside of school. 
More information about the Foundation Phase curriculum can be found at www.wales.gov.uk/foundationphase

The projects showed that artists and galleries can contribute effectively to the ethos and approach of the Foundation Phase. Some key strategies were important in this. 

Making it real

The Foundation Phase approach emphasises the importance of children being motivated by real-life experiences. Visits to the galleries providing inspiring starting points and shared reference points that were constantly revisited with and by the children. Children benefited from their working with adults who were different from their teachers. 

Listening to children 

An important approach adopted in all of the projects was that of being prepared to listen to children’s responses to the exhibitions and to allow ideas, themes and interests to unfold rather than over-planning what should emerge. 

Observation and documentation 

Observing and documenting children’s responses were found to be important tools, assisting in:

· planning next steps on the basis of observing children’s ideas, questions and interests, 

· capturing individual children’s achievements, allowing for the assessment of individual needs and developments,

· allowing ephemeral work and fleeting moments of discovery to be recorded, 

· providing a means of demonstrating children’s learning processes and achievements to parents,

· creating material that was valuable in training.

Digital cameras with plenty of memory proved essential. Using a dictaphone also proved valuable, though it was found that listening back to recordings often took as long as recording them!

Artists proved themselves adept at observing, capturing evidence and presenting documentation. However, it was important to ensure that the time spent on this was covered by their fee. Where teachers took the lead in this, it was important for schools and heads to acknowledge and allow for the time need to do this.  

The role of adults 

Many insights were gained about the role of the adult in facilitating learning effectively. This included:

· setting up environments to enable access to resources and space to work independently,

· providing exciting starting points, resources and ideas, 

· telling children that they can be independent learners and supporting them in this, 

· encouraging them to develop their own ideas and make their own choices,

· modelling creativity and being willing to find things out alongside the children, 

· helping them to think carefully about decisions,  

· inviting children to solve problems and extending children’s ideas by setting challenges, 

· being active listeners and observers.  

Establishing creative spaces in classrooms 

The project showed clearly how artists could help set up creative spaces that would effectively allow children to work in creative ways. It was important that these spaces enabled independent access to materials and equipment and the scope for children to find and continue with their own work.  Where classroom size presented a challenge, an alternative idea was to provide a large a box of changing resources that children would always know was accessible to them for creative work. 

Working outdoors

At the galleries, and in schools, children were frequently able to work outside. This enabled them to not worry about mess, to work on a larger scale and to make connections between their own work and the outdoor environment. 

Reflecting on learning

Several projects showed the value of children having continuous access to a camera to document their own experiences and work. Children’s learning was successfully consolidated when time was allowed for children to look at, reflect on and talk about what they’d achieved and discovered at the end of sessions and projects.  

Creative development 

All work with artists and galleries will make a valuable contribution to children’s creative development. However, the engage in the foundation phase action research programme demonstrated some specific ways in which this could be maximised, whether by artists or by teachers.  

Process or end product?

It was important that children were allowed to work to their own conclusions, rather than to a pre-determined end product. The process of making and exploring was treated as outcome, rather than finished art work.  However, children’s creations (whether tangible or temporary) were effectively celebrated and shared through photographs and exhibitions. This was important in giving children a sense of pride and achievement. 

Time and organisation

Most projects began with structured, time limited sessions with children organised in groups. However, as projects progressed, and as children’s confidence and enthusiasm for working on creative activities grew, it was agreed that learning was enhanced where children were able to join and leave activities as they wished, and to spend as little or as long on activities as they chose. 

Modelling creativity

Artists found the open-ended approach promoted by the Foundation Phase in tune with their own creativity. Parallels between the way children and artists thought effectively formed a creative dialogue between the children’s ideas and the artists’.  Artists modelled a spirit of fun, curiosity and inquiry and showed children how valuable it can be to experiment and take risks. This offer a good model for how teachers can enhance children’s creativity. 

‘I feel pink today’ What colour do you feel?’ 

Breadth and quality of experience

Bringing in new and exciting resources, materials and equipment was important in extending children’s creative development.  These new experiences did not necessarily demand additional expense, but were often facilitated simply through resourcefulness and creativity, for example:

· a bag of wool or ribbons for ‘drawing’, 

· using left over bits of cut paper from a previous activity to make compositions, 

· making large scale ephemeral collages using objects in the classroom. 

Allowing children’s explorations

It was important to allow children to find their own creative journeys and extend and value the discoveries that these resulted in, even where these were unconventional, for example:

· letting a child wrap toy car wheels in clay as part of an imaginative composition,   

· drawing around shadows on the wall of the mobile classroom,  

· letting a sheet of paper on a windy day get crumpled and using this to talk the differences between flat and 3-D.  

Focusing children’s choices

Although freedom of direction was often important, there were also times when it was valuable to limit children’s choices.  In some cases, children found a full range of choices too bewildering, and were seen only to be exploring superficially. The aims of the activity were sometimes better realised where choices were limited, for example:

· providing all white or black materials to focus children’s thinking about shape, and tone (light and dark)  

· providing children with tiny and huge paintbrushes to get them thinking specifically about matching appropriate tools and materials.  

Developing an art vocabulary

In many projects artists and galleries were able to introduce specialised art words and phrases. It was found effective for children to learn these in the context of real experiences.  

Personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity 

All the projects were found to be highly effective in contributing to children’s personal and social development and well-being. Here are some of the ways in which this was enhanced. 

Motivation and fun

Children’s well-being was contributed to by the real, out-of-classroom experiences that were offered, the genuine enjoyment of art works, and the pleasure of working with creative adults. The ‘wow’of the gallery spaces, being able to use those spaces to run around, being able to simply play with materials and resources, all enabled children to enjoy a sense of well-being. These opportunities were not constrained but encouraged, for example:

· discovering the joy of whirling ribbons in the air,

· using a space at the gallery to play and make animal movements,

· the pure sensory pleasure of squeezing wet clay or mixing chalk with water.  

Different kinds of learner 

Art activities were often found to be effective because they met the needs of different kinds of learner, particularly those who were motivated by hands-on experiences. Learning in maths and writing was often made physical and visual through creative activities. In many projects, there was evidence of children who could be aggressive or unfocused concentrating for long periods, or working well with other children. Allowing choices meant that children’s natural predilections and predispositions could be built on and extended.  Teachers described this as a process of ‘finding ways in’; knowing that there were strategies that could be built on and achievements that could be referred back to. 

Giving responsibility

Activities were often effective in developing children’s personal, social skills and well-being because they gave children responsibility and independence; with children choosing what to work with and finding materials and equipment for themselves.  Some projects deliberately extended this by challenging children with tasks, for example:
· involving children getting out and setting up equipment

· asking children to organise things for themselves that an adult normally would because difficult, such as rolling out a large sheet of paper on a windy day, 

· asking children who had learned a process to teach it to another group  

Working in teams

Activities often demanded that children worked in groups and pairs, helping each other and solving problems together. This was often due to the scale of work, for example:

· rolling a giant tyre to make prints 

· making a giant charcoal backdrop 

· cutting materials 

Celebrating achievements

Children’s sense of confidence and well-being was effectively enhanced where achievements were celebrated. Several schools held exhibitions documenting the project and invited parents. Photographing work and using these to reflect also proved valuable.  

Dealing with the difficult 

Projects frequently focused on children’s personal development and well-being because exhibitions introduced themes that addressed children’s fears, including for example talking about darkness and talking about the difference between ‘alive’ and ‘dead’. To enable this, it was important that schools didn’t shy away from taking children to exhibitions others may have considered too challenging or difficult, for example:

· an installation that involved going into a dark tunnel

· an exhibition of paintings of dark, empty woods and fire 

· a display of stuffed animals 

Where effective this was carefully planned for and sensitively considered. For example, children visiting the installation involving a dark tunnel first visited the darkroom in their own school.  

Language, literacy and communication

Projects were found to be particularly effective in developing children’s language, literacy and communication skills.  These are some of the key strategies that were deployed.   

Talking when working

Allowing and encouraging children to talk (to adults and to each other) when making work was found to be important, as this resulted in meaningful commentary and dialogue that in turn extended children’s creative ideas. 

Talking about art works 

Talking about art works (those made by artists and by children themselves) prompted much imaginative language and there were frequent examples of children suddenly finding confidence to speak when describing their work. Open-ended questions had been important in extending extend children’s descriptive language and reasoning skills. 



‘What does it feel like?’




‘What kind of mark did your finger make?’ 




‘Where do the tracks go?





‘Where do you think the photographer stood when he was taking this picture?’

‘It’s a dinosaur.





‘What makes you think it’s a dinosaur?’

‘Its all wrinkly.’






‘Have you seen a live dinosaur?

‘No, all the dinosaurs are dead.’



So how did they take this photograph?’

‘It’s not a dinosaur, it could be crocodile, they’re like dinosaurs.’

Giving instructions 

One good way of challenging children exercise their speaking and listening skills was asking one group to be ‘teachers’ and explain a process they had learned to another group of children.

Looking at writing

One project effectively consolidated what children had been learning about writing. Using ribbons to make ‘drawings’ resulted in a good opportunity to form different letters.  

Knowledge and understanding of the world

Projects were effective in contributing to children’s knowledge and understanding of the world in the following ways. 

Where we live 

Visits to the galleries and exhibitions were exploited as good opportunities for children to get to know their locality. This was particularly effective where children were able to walk to the gallery and see how close it was to home or school. Benefits were maximised by talking to children about their journey, about the buildings they were in, and about how they could visit again any time. Making several gallery visits gave children a sense of confidence and ownership, whilst also appreciating how things (ie the exhibitions) changed. 

Thinking about the world

All exhibitions were ‘cross-curricular’ in nature; providing good springboards for children to explore themes about the world around them, including for example:

· the landscape and people of North Wales 

· Welsh myths and history 

· woodlands

· snow and the seasons

· dark and light  

· animals 

· books and stories

One teacher effectively built on this by taking children to several different exhibitions around the theme of animals. Seeing photographs, representations of animals and stuffed animals gave children broad experiences of the theme.  

Exploring materials

Creative experiments that may have perceived as ‘making a mess’ were not constrained (unless of course potentially damaging or dangerous!) as these were appreciated as important opportunities to learn about how materials behave. Examples included:

· drawing around shadows on the wall of the mobile classroom with chalks, 

· letting paper that got wet in the rain turn into papier-mâché, 

· painting and painting on a piece of paper until the paper disintegrated,

· finding that dye from coloured balls could be squeezed out onto clay,

· letting clay get wetter and wetter until it turned to slip, 

· after washing hands, finding that chalks could be mixed with the water.    

Physical development 

Some good ideas developed about how to use art activities to develop children’s physical skills and awareness. 

Using a range of tools

All projects enabled children to develop their fine and gross motor skills. This was often enhanced by introducing children to new tools and equipment, some of which deliberately challenging, such as turning the heavy handle of a printing press, rolling a heavy car tyre through paint, cutting fabric, or working with tiny brushes.   

Physical and spatial creativity 

In some projects, a spatial dimension was deliberately brought to children’s creative activities, including for example: 

· wrapping paper around a large tree

· emulating the movements of different animals seen in an exhibition

· riding trikes through paint to make tracks. 

‘There was absolute silence throughout the activity with the trikes.. The children were obviously engrossed by the physical challenge of staying on the paper, which was a real challenge for some. They also had to reverse carefully to return along the paper backwards.  They were obviously also entranced by being able to visualise their own movements.’







Teacher
Mathematical development

In many projects, teachers and artists effectively made use of opportunities within activities to extend and consolidate children’s mathematical development. 

Shape

During creative work, opportunities were often found to ask children to recognise and make different shapes. 

‘Can you make some triangles?’ 

‘What can you make from a circle?

‘What shape have you made?’

‘Why have you put those two rectangles on there?’

Counting

Similarly, opportunities were often found to ask children to exercise their counting skills. 

‘How many frogs can you find?’

Size and scale

There were valuable opportunities to think about size and scale, and again it was down to the skills of artists and teachers to recognise these opportunities and draw in mathematical references. 

‘Which is the longest line you’ve drawn? 

‘Which is the biggest?’

Sorting 

Children were often seen naturally wanting to sort objects, eg toy animals and collage materials, and these activities were encouraged and extended by teachers and artists. For example, after sorting animals into ‘nice’ and ‘nasty’ animals children were asked how else they could sort the animals - by colour, by patterns?  

Welsh language development

Projects were important in developing children’s awareness and use of the Welsh language. 

Welsh speaking artists

In most cases the choice was made to appoint Welsh speaking artists. Welsh was also seen in use on signs and labels around the galleries. This effectively enabled children to be immersed in a bilingual world. 
Creative vocabulary 

Specific strategies were used to develop children’s Welsh vocabulary. New Welsh words introduced in the classroom were reinforced in the gallery. 
Things to consider

The projects resulted in a number of key discoveries, ideas and useful things to think about. 

Choosing exhibitions

No exhibition proved too complex or challenging for young children. All partners were surprised by how long children were able to concentrate and how much they gained from their visits. Offering lots of different short, varied activities were clearly important in this, with opportunities built in to maximise visits by for example:

· hands on practical activities, often quick and ‘clean’ for example making a temporary collage on the gallery floor or photographing their favourite art works 

· exploring the architecture of the gallery spaces,

· looking at the building from outside, 

· using empty spaces for movement activities.  

Practical art activities at the gallery could be very simple, and didn’t have to make close links with the work on show as children usually made their own connections. Just as effective were simple drawing and collage activities. Opportunities to work on a large scale were also valuable.  

With several projects, having images of work from the exhibitions to refer back to in school was found to be useful and something galleries could usually consider providing for early years groups. In one case these were large and laminated, which allowed for group discussion and reference during messy work. 

Challenges for galleries

At one gallery, the children desperately wanted to touch the exhibits. An idea suggested was to have similar objects  (in this case the piece was of a hare) that could be handled. This it was felt would be useful for discussion of why some object can be touched and others can’t. Points could be made about uniqueness and mass production, precious materials and the fact that object had been made very carefully by the artist. 

A challenge identified by several galleries in working with early years children was simply the hanging height of pictures. This proved genuinely frustrating for some children and lessened their enjoyment and engagement.   

When to visit 

Variations in the projects enabled reflection on whether visits are more valuable at the beginning, middle or end of a project. In most cases, it was felt that some preliminary work in the classroom was valuable. Prior work on dark and shadows prepared one group really well for their gallery visit as they were able to make connections to the work they saw. Working beforehand in the medium to be seen in the gallery had also clearly worked well, giving children a sense of pride and confidence in being able to say ‘I’ve made something like that.’ 
‘By introducing clay to the children prior to their visit to the gallery they had had a first-hand experience which they could relate to the work on display. They knew that once clay is dried or ‘cooked’ it becomes very fragile so they knew that care had to be taken in and around the gallery exhibition.’
Multiple visits were always found to be valuable. Follow up visits were found to reinforce children’s relationships with the building; giving them a sense of ownership and confidence.  Where children returned to see the same exhibition after making their own work; their observations were refined and more informed.  

Extending work in school

Projects worked particularly well in contributing to the Foundation Phase where activities in school were extended by teachers across the curriculum as part of a whole theme. In one school, a display was created of objects and images relating to the exhibition. Galleries and artists could contribute to this.  

When does ‘being creative’ become ‘making a ‘mess’?

Several projects gave rise to interesting discussion about the challenges of allowing children to work to their own conclusions, especially where these may be seen as ‘messy’ or ‘destructive’. Perhaps the art of knowing the appropriate point at which to choose to stop is an important part of the creative process, and one which children can be encouraged to begin to think about for themselves. 

Pace and number of days 
It was agreed that the pace of projects worked best where input from the artist was regular but spread out eg one or two days a week for half a term.  This allowed children’s work to be extended and reflected on between sessions while keeping up an appropriate level of energy and anticipation.   

Each artist worked between 6 and 8 days in total on their project. Sometimes these were broken into half days. This was felt to have been sufficient in allowing relationships and ideas to develop, though many schools wished they could have extended this.  
Sustaining benefits when the funding runs out 

One cost-effective approach that would sustaining the benefits of projects was suggested.  This was the idea of paying for an artist’s input for a day or half-day each term as a creative consultant to assist with planning that term’s theme. 

Spaces for working

There were distinct advantages and disadvantages around whether artists worked in the classroom itself or in a separate space. A key advantage to working away from the classroom was that children had the sense of going somewhere special and quiet to work. It also meant that work and materials could be left out. On balance it was also agreed that this was easier for artists. 

However the benefits artists working within classroom appeared on the whole to be greater, even though this generally proved more challenging for artists in terms of noise and space.  Creative activities could be more seamlessly integrated with class work and teachers were more easily able to easily reinforce and extend learning. Children gained from being able to join in with and leave activities, seeing creativity as integrated with other forms of learning, rather than something distinct. Teachers learned a lot from seeing ideas and approaches used by artists, and artists gained from seeing teaching techniques used by teachers. 

Involving parents

Involving parents had been a particularly successful aspect of several projects, whether this involved parents being invited into school to work with children or parents being invited to celebratory events and exhibitions. One gallery exhibited work and invited families to a private view, which was felt to have been valuable for them in building new audiences. 

External support

Involvement by local authority early years advisory teams was found to be particularly beneficial in adding value to projects; providing support and encouragement for early years settings experimenting with how learning in the Foundation Phase can effectively be delivered. Furthermore, documentation was captured that the early years advisors would be able to use for training and advocacy 
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