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What is the Imagination Station?
The Imagination Station is a new and innovative creative performing arts programme that incorporates both expressive dramatic arts and visual hands-on creative art. This initiative is aimed at primary school aged children from nursery to year 6. The imagination Station aims to encourage and promote the world of creativity and discovery through imagination during school time. The Arts can have many positive impacts on children as discussed in right from the start (2020) these include the encouragement of motor skills, cognitive development, social skills and critical thinking. Using this unique programme to focus the development of children’s creativity and curiosity supports the Welsh Government (2022) statement of what matters which confirms that examining and exploring expressive arts helps children become inquisitive, imaginative individuals. This is crucial to the development of creative skills and knowledge.



Why me and why this?
I have always had a passion for the Performing and creative Arts and from an incredibly early age-old cine camera footage and parental testimony suggests I was permanently on the stage whether that be in the bathroom or in school. Participating in school Productions and the National Youth Theatre of Wales as a teenager fostered a passion and love for all things creative. Having worked in numerous primary schools it was evident that apart from generic Christmas concerts and standard art lessons there was a lack of investment in the performing art sector within schools. This has also been recognised by The Guardian Newspaper (2023) which suggests that state schools are going through a crisis of creativity, particularly those in the most deprived areas where children are less likely to participate in the arts such as orchestra or dance due to the cost implications and lack of resources. It was essential therefore that that the imagination station researched external companies that offer performing arts in after school clubs. It was evident that there were no companies that incorporated both the performing arts and creative/visual art. This was where the concept of the imagination station was born along with its USP (Unique Selling Point/Proposition). The imagination station is a Unique, quality programme encouraging fun, creativity and imagination unlike any other. Having two children aged six and ten, I have found myself continuously trying to encourage creativity through various forms at home through art projects, out of school drama classes and promoting the use of musical instruments while in school. I often found as a parent by the time the children got home from a full day in school, they were both tired and lacked the energy and initiative to fully engage in activities that required using their imagination and creativity. 

Aims and links to early years:
The imagination Station aims to encourage and promote the world of creativity and discovery through imagination. We aim to foster a love of the arts using expression and curiosity and ignite the spark for exploration, individuality and enhancing outcomes for children. Arts can have many positive impacts on children as discussed in Right from the Start (2020) these include the encouragement motor skills, cognitive development, social skills, critical thinking. This is further developed according to the Institute of Medicine; National Research Council (2015) suggesting that the use of imitation and role-play does not just promote cognitive development but also encourages stimulation of social interactions and communication between others that ignite a child's curiosity, spark their interest, and offer an emotional framework that helps them direct their thoughts on new discoveries and concepts. The Welsh Government (2022) provides guidance for implementing the creative arts into schools and suggests that participating in expressive arts can help children discover their identity, gain self-assurance and experiment with various forms of communication and interpersonal styles that can promote mental and emotional wellness. Art, music, dance and drama alongside language and literature are important sources of information for the humanities and serve as platforms for the expression of individual opinions and interpretations. This along with the development of creative and visual literacy and understanding and forming creative pieces for an audience. In the expressive arts area of learning and experience, the natural environment, the past, and the present all provide contexts and stimuli. The expressive arts have always played a significant role in shaping cultures and this assists in promoting the development of children’s own cultural understanding as well as that of other people (Welsh Government, 2022).

Process and Itinerary:
Using Charlie and the chocolate factory as an example, the programme begins with a brief introduction from the imagination station teachers. There will be two professional teachers including myself qualified in the performing arts. We will also be reaching out to local drama colleges for student volunteers. All staff will have enhanced DBS checks prior to employment as suggested by Estyn (No Date) which states that staff employed by an agency should be DBS check and schools should be provided with written confirmation of these appropriate checks. The imagination station adheres to the Education Act (2002) section 175, stating that arrangements must be made to ensure and promote the welfare of children where they are respected and valued within a safe environment (Department for Education, No Date).

Dramatic Arts and Music Sessions: 
[bookmark: _Int_6FVVnlN8]The first part of the session after introductions are made will be to discuss the topic and gage the understanding of the children. The practitioners will explain the story and provide pictures of the setting for reference purposes. For example, the Charlie and the chocolate factory is set within Willy Wonka's chocolate factory. Images of the factory and the characters will be shown to the children. Following this the children in groups will be encouraged to create their own imaginative world with their own characters. These tasks will be aided by the practitioners, with questions to enhance the creative process as well as promoting teamwork and creativity. It is easy to undervalue imagination in today’s achievement-focused society. However, using their imagination is essential to helping children learn how to handle everyday feelings and challenges. Through imaginative play, children can experience different roles, scenarios and situations by using their ingenuity. Not only is imaginative play enjoyable for children, it also plays a crucial role in their emotional and cognitive growth (Petit early learning journey, 2023). Costumes and various accessories will be made available to assist the role play and imagination process. These ideas will be shown to the rest of the class. Musical instruments will be incorporated using the session including non-musical instruments to support imagination. An example of this would be the use of a wooden spoon and pot, toilet roll to sing or talk into, and plastic bottles with rice used as a shaker. Children will be inspired to be as creative as possible when thinking of ideas for the world and their characters. Influences such as the Oompa Lumpa and their orange skin, small stature and green hair could be used as an example. The use of musical instruments and dance/movement as forms of character expression and emotions will also be discussed and encouraged. The children can also impersonate current characters if they cannot produce characters of their own. The Imagination Station believes that any participation is positive participation, and all children are encouraged to try. 




Art Sessions:
The seconds part of the session is based upon art itself. Child friendly, washable equipment and materials will be provided by the company. Children will be provided with a small canvas with their work on to take home if they wish. Examples of magical, imaginative worlds, characters and items will be provided for reference; however, the children will be motivated by the company's practitioners to use their own ideas and creativity to form their own worlds based off the previous performing arts session. Provisions will consist of various methods of colour formatting including paints, crayons, pens, chalk and textiles. The art can be 3d or 2d and the school will be asked prior to attendance for any recycling to accommodate the arts process. 

Programme Format: 
There are two formats delivered within the schools, the first a morning or afternoon only session. The first hour would be based around drama and music and the following hour and a half would be art based. The Second format of programming is a full day course running from 9:30 until 3:30 accounting for one hour for lunch. The same applied to the full day programme with each session having two parts, the first consisting of performing arts, incorporating drama and music and the second involving creative arts focusing on the use of imagination when using colours, different materials and textures as well as alternative methods of application when being creative. This may include, flick painting, using forks dipped in paint to create patterns, painting through lace or using watercolours and salt to create unique designs. Schools have the option to choose a topic-based session related to a book or event being covered in school or to use the imagination stations list of topics.

Advertisement and marketing: 
To advertise this programme there will be leaflets and accompanying brochures to be handed out to local schools starting within Neath Port Talbot, Swansea and Bridgend. These leaflets will also be given to local venues and business, such as local cafes and hubs. With its success there will be expansion and franchise opportunities. Online marketing would consist of social media promotion using sites such as Instagram, Facebook and Tik Tok. The imagination station will also have its own website, where parents, schools and other organisations can view our philosophy, photos, contact u and have access to questions and answers. We will have a weekly blog based upon current topics we will be running within sessions as well as curriculum information relating to the expressive arts.








Part 2.

The aim of the imagination Station is to inspire and promote curiosity within the early years to enhance children’s learning experiences. Fostering a love of both the performing and creative/visual arts can have numerous benefits to the development of children. A study conducted by Johnson (2023) suggests that analysing qualitative and quantitative methods of research have shown several advantages of children’s participation in the performing arts. This includes improved social skills, self-confidence, and increased academic success. This can also be seen in Holden (2018) which states that using qualitative data results determined that there are many advantages and benefits to participating in an arts-rich school programme. It also suggested several pedagogical strategies for providing students who attend external performing art companies with a rich educational experience in order further facilitate positive benefits (e.g. by producing a range of experiences, teaching one topic in depth, and by offering feedback). Hallam (2010) studied brain analysis alongside qualitative and quantitative data to determine the effects music has on transferable skills such as literacy and language development, fine motor skills, and creativity. The study suggests that if the activity itself is enjoyable and engaging, social and personal development can occur, alongside having a positive impact on self-esteem, confidence and persistence. Hallam (2010) also suggests that music can have an active effect on a child’s speech and language, due to the brains processing systems. Such interactions with music can promote early linguistic encoding and enhance perceptual cognition. A study conducted by Baguley and Barton (2014) highlights the use of collaboration between children, using a variety of approaches, including dance, drama and music. Using these various forms of expression, alongside working together can be an invaluable tool for supporting language and literacy in the early years. A further study by Barton (2015, pp.73-74) also suggests that a multi-model approach using varied expressive arts such as, art, music, drama and dance provide children with a deeper narrative and understanding of the plot or story providing them with opportunities to show expression and represent their understanding. The imagination Stations awareness and understanding of these benefits on children’s development is the scaffolding used within practice and aims to further promote and facilitate the new curriculum framework as an additional system of child development whilst encouraging fun through the learning process. Performing and creative arts within education has been recognised and established in the Welsh government (2022) new curriculum. It states that as part of the six areas of learning (AOL) and experience there will be focus on the expressive arts sector. This will include six individual disciplines such as dance, drama, film, media, art and music. It also acknowledges that although each discipline can be recognized as an individual subject in their own right, they can also be combined to enhance the creative process and promote transferable skills. The imagination station aims to support the new curriculum and the framework for expressive arts through the use of the six AOL within the programme offered. Active participation within the imagination station aims to promote the four purposes set within the new curriculum encouraging children to be ambitious, enterprising, creative and culturally aware (The Welsh Government, 2022). The Welsh Government (2022) also state that exploring the expressive arts children are able to acquire an understanding of how they are able to communicate through visual, physical, verbal, musical, and technical means by investigating forms and disciplines in the field through experimentation, play, or formal research and inquiry. Their comprehension of how thoughts and emotions are shaped by expressive arts can also be advanced by this investigation. In order to become creative artists themselves the expressive arts provide children with the relevant tools to use engage imagination and to draw on their own experiences, abilities and capabilities. However critical interpretations have suggested that the majority of correlational research based on the effects of the arts and academic performance which show a link between enhanced academic achievement and participation however fail to demonstrate causation. They demonstrate that academic success and artistic involvement frequently go hand in hand, but they do not offer evidence that the former led to the latter. It is not therefore unexpected that positive data ends up in the advocate’s toolbox given previous educational cutbacks in performing arts within the curriculum (Londesborough, 2021). Bacon and Tambling’s 2023 (pp.76) report provide an accompanying challenge for the performing arts sector within schools that directly impacts external organisations such as the imagination station. Its states that, teachers informed the researchers that collaborating with outside organisations was becoming more strained. Clear curriculum goals are crucial to management and practitioners are having to justify such engagement to their senior leadership teams. It is also important to recognise that schools are less able to collaborate with external organisations particularly after the pandemic, as it is difficult to integrate significant and meaningful programming into the amount of time available. Bacon and Tambling (2023, pp.76) also suggests that since the current standards of teaching and learning are used to evaluate both teachers and schools, it follows that curriculum delivery and academic achievement is the main goal of teachers. The imagination station aims to solidify partnerships with local schools and encourage working together for the benefit expressive art and enhancing the development and education of the children in line with the new curriculum areas of learning (Welsh Government, 2022).
A consideration of the imagination station was the financial expenditure,  along with current market research form varies companies the it is suggested that initial startup costs would be approximately two thousand four hundred and nineteen pounds which would include; music supplies (TTS Group, No Date), arts and crafts items (TTS Group, No Date), costumes and accessories (Apollo Wholesale, 2023) business and public liability insurance (Go Compare, 2023), and enhanced DBS checks (UK Government, No Date). These will be funded initially via the Welsh assembly Governments business loans (2024). There will be one qualified performing arts teacher including myself with a wage rate suggested by UK Talent online (2024) of eighteen pound per hour, based on a five-day working week over a thirty-nine-week term time calendar would equate to £24,570 per annum. Charges for the programme have been calculated using market research based on fee’s currently being asked by other performing arts companies such as, Perform (2024). These do not however offer the arts element of the business that the imagination station offers, giving the imagination station a unique selling point. Morning only sessions are charged at a rate of three hundred pound and full day sessions charged at five hundred and fifty pounds. Based on five full days and a 39-week turnover this would provide us with an annual profit after deductions of £81000, including termly stock replenishment. The future projections and goal of the imagination station is to build a positive professional relationship with local and surrounding schools to roll out sessions to all classes within schools on a regular basis. 
This would offer a stable base from which the company would be able to branch out to other localities and offer franchise opportunities, of which the company would take a percentage.
There are a variety of challenges and barriers to the imagination station as a new business. Carson (2023) suggests that there are common obstacles when starting a new business. These include insufficient market research and USP (unique selling point), lack of funding and poor marketing. The funding of the performing arts sector within schools implemented a implemented a five-year plan in 2015 by the Welsh Government that sought to strengthen ties between educational institutions and artistic organisations and provide twenty million pound (Romer, 2019). A Welsh Government (2024) report on the five-year plan confirmed that there is, “substantial goodwill towards the programme” from stakeholder groups, but it also emphasises the difficulties in sustaining the programme after funding ceases. Having researched the availability of financial assistance for creative arts within schools the Arts Council of Wales (2023) provides a, ‘have a go’ opportunity which is still currently available offering new funding that allows children within primary and secondary education to participate in practical workshops or activities that encourage the expressive arts both within school and externally. These cost implications can be considered a challenge that the imagination station must consider when offering such a service and for this reason we will provide an incentive for schools to multi purchase the programmes offered on a four for three incentives. This will encourage schools to not only invest in the imagination station but also forges a positive professional relationship promoting a helping hand ethos which supports children’s development. The Welsh Government (2024) further suggested that lack of evidence suggesting the views of schools and organisations that are not as open to participating have changed (Romer, 2018). This has also been discussed by Eisner (2002) and Kress (2000) cited in Alter, Hayes and O’Hara (2009) suggesting that due to written expression and literal language being so prevalent in social and cultural contexts, it is easy to underestimate the benefits of arts-based learning. The imagination station acknowledges the challenges and barriers not only surroundings new small businesses but businesses within the art sector. The aim of the imagination station is to forge and invest positive professional relationship with the local schools building the foundation for future franchise opportunities to be implemented across Wales and the UK cementing the uniqueness of the business itself within schools and organisations.
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JOIN US ON A CREATIVE JOURNEY





