Create a thematic resource that is suitable for teachers to use as an inspiration for children’s learning (either 3-7 or 7-11yr olds) in a modern curriculum context.  Choose a modern artefact as a basis to the work.  The resource could include music, drama, dance, art, design, film and/or media activities.  Justify your reasoning with references to theorists and relevant current research.

We live in an age when issues surrounding education are hotly debated topics.  Issues such as creativity and the arts, mental health and technology are only a few of the topics being discussed throughout schools, local government, national government and indeed worldwide.  This essay will focus specifically on creativity and the expressive arts and the impact they have on children and their education.  

Creativity is something that has always been hard to define, although many have tried.  For Desailly (2012), effective teaching can only come from creative teaching, while for Robinson ‘Creativity is the process of having original ideas that have value’ (2015, p. 118).  Furthermore, for Kerry (2011) creativity allows children and young people to develop their capacity for action and original ideas.  One thing they all agree on is that creativity is essential for the future of education.  Conversely, Gardner (2006) is of the view that regardless of an individual’s talent, their creativity is irrelevant until judged as quality by peers, institutions or judges of awards and that the main foundation of education should be the science of learning.  

Robinson (2015) is of the view that currently, schools are run to an industrial model, meaning they are focussed on the needs of the workforce. Children are educated solely on what they need to become members of a society involved in mass production.  While this was appropriate during the Industrial Revolution, when mass education first came to prominence, the education system of today has not evolved with society.  Gerver agrees stating ‘The system and the thinking behind the system have changed little, so in many ways schooling is becoming less and less relevant’ (2010, p. 4).  Additionally, as technology develops, lower skilled workers are being pushed out of jobs by computers. Ewing and Saunders (2016) conclude that the only way to prevent this is to increase skills in creativity.  

For many within education today, they all have the same message, that schools currently kill creativity and this message is strongly supported by research.  According to NASA, who in 1968 created a test to predict creativity, of 1600 children tested, 98% were deemed to be creative geniuses.  However, only 2% of them continued to be so in adulthood (Gaia, 2018).  The Welsh Government (2017) have acknowledged the importance of creativity and ensured it is prominent in the new curriculum, Successful Futures, that will be implemented in 2022.  The heart of the new curriculum will encourage the application of knowledge in creative ways with expressive arts being one of the six areas of learning and experience.  This change allows not only children but teachers to develop their creativity and provides opportunities for all to ‘Explore and create’ (Welsh Government, 2018) while nurturing creativity and developing skills, all of which are increasingly relevant today in both society and the workplace.  With the support of the Arts Council of Wales (2015) and their Lead Creative Schools programme, they aim to not only develop learner’s creativity but expand it beyond the arts encouraging questioning, innovation and imaginative problem solving as these are key skills for beyond education today.

To promote creativity in schools there needs to be a move away from the industrial model towards a more organic farming model.  This model takes the focus from test results and league tables that inhibit growth and instead nurture growth, encourages the individual potential of all children, promotes well being and provides an environment that allows children to thrive (Robinson, 2015).  One way to promote this environment is the introduction of cross curricular learning as this is seen as a method to nurture creative thinking (Barnes, 2011).  However, it must be used cautiously because if it is not planned carefully, it may only teach several subject areas superficially rather than in any depth, so while children may see the links between subjects, they will have only skimmed the surface and therefore lack understanding (Skelton and Reeves, 2010).

To develop children’s creativity in an exciting, engaging and experiential way a series of sessions has been planned (Appendix 1), focussed around a Snowdog called Enfys (Appendix 2), created by Welsh artist Rhiannon Roberts. Enfys will be used as inspiration for the theme of My Local Area in Key Stage 2 (KS2), allowing children to participate in a range of cross curricular activities that will provide creative challenge (Appendix 3).  Allowing the children to work both individually and in groups to create and produce artefacts will develop their problem solving and decision-making skills in a way that will exceed the technical skills learnt (Bloomfield and Childs, 2012).  The group work especially, will enable the children to be more actively involved in their learning instead of just listening to a teacher, as constructivists like Vygotsky observed that allowing children to refine their thinking is more beneficial as the skills needed to communicate effectively are central to developing their learning (DCELLS, 2010).  Additionally, the activities will develop different elements of Y Cwricwlwm Cymreig (YCC), Literacy and Numeracy Framework (LNF) and the Digital Competency Framework (DCF) (Appendix 3).  All of these elements will enable the children to move toward the future curriculum by becoming ‘Enterprising, creative contributors’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 29).  

While the themed lessons cover a range of the curriculum, this essay will focus on the specific areas of Art, Music and Design and Technology.  The activities are targeted for KS2 due to the technical nature of some of them which would be more challenging for Foundation Phase (FP) age children.  The hand eye co-ordination required may also not be developed enough in FP which would make the physical making activities difficult.  The development of creativity throughout the theme will develop children’s capacity for critical thought and aim to inspire confidence in themselves and their abilities (Arts Council of Wales, 2015).
 
At the beginning of the theme, the children will be introduced to the artist, Rhiannon Roberts, through her art (Appendix 4).  They will explore different pieces of her work, looking closely into the art and discussing the themes she uses along with the unusual way she incorporates Welsh images into them.  They will compare her work with another Welsh artist, Dorian Spencer Davies (Appendix 5), who was an influence on Rhiannon’s style of art. The ability to notice these similarities and differences allows children to interact with the art and hone their visual skills further.  This exploration through their senses allows children to build on their knowledge of the world in a constructivist way (Janes, 2014).  What is more, research shows that children who gain an understanding of visual images through visual thinking show a greater growth in maths, reading and social-emotional areas (Frey, 2015). 

The artefact, Enfys was part of a collection of Snowdogs (Appendix 6) that were individually decorated by artists across Wales to raise money for charity and were inspired by the film The Snowman and the Snowdog.  The children will be able to further explore the work of Rhiannon Roberts using Enfys as a stimulus and discover different artistic ideas through investigating the Snowdogs.  Looking further into Rhiannon’s artistic influences and her international sales will allow the children to observe how she contributes to the Welsh economy (Appendix 7).  At the end of the theme, the children will have participated in activities covering numerous areas of the curriculum but keeping ‘Creativity at their heart’ (Hickman, 2014, p. 18). 

The first activity will focus on the curriculum areas of Art and Design (Appendix 8), Geography (Appendix 9) along with YCC (Appendix 10).  The children will be informed that they will be visited next session by Rhiannon, to create a mural of their school and the surrounding area.  This is to allow the children to observe first hand the process that goes into creating art, ask questions generated by their research on Rhiannon about her life as an artist, the varying skills involved as well as where she gains her inspiration from.  Furthermore, working alongside a professional artist will allow the children to observe and try her artistic approaches while experiencing her enthusiasm towards her work (Sharp and Dust, 1997). OFSTED agree that a visiting artist helps ‘Pupils understand how the work of a creative practitioner evolves’ (2012, p. 47) all of which will benefit them when they come to create their own artwork inspired by Enfys and Rhiannon as they apply all they have learnt, observed and experienced into their own art.  They will previously have looked at examples of murals that she created with other schools (Appendix 11) to give them an understanding of the objects she incorporates from the local area.

In preparation for the visit, the children will need to gather evidence of interesting buildings around the school, in the local area, which they find interesting or are important to them and should be included in the mural.  Prior to the activity they will consider the local area and where they would like to go, using a map both in paper form and online.  This will allow a route to be planned that will incorporate all the desired areas.  They will gather their evidence by taking photographs of these places before using the photographs to create their own 2D artwork of them.  However, they will only draw or paint the building and not the background as this will be added later.  When explaining the activity, the importance of a clear photograph, to allow for a more accurate and detailed artwork, will be stressed.  

When creating their 2D artwork, there will be a range of materials, such as charcoal, pencil, ballpoint pens, paint and pastels available for the children to access, and they will be able to mix the different mediums rather than be limited to just one while also being offered the choice to create in small scale or large scale due to different sized paper being available.  This will provide space for the children to develop their creativity without being constricted by the teacher.  For those children who find the range of choice challenging, they will be advised and supported to choose from only two mediums so as not to overwhelm them.  As they gain confidence, they may choose to experiment with the other materials, but this will not be essential.  While creating a picture from first hand observation would be more beneficial, it is not always possible due to various factors, such as staffing ratios but especially the weather.  Drawing and painting is important to foster children’s development in creativity, observation and communication while also being a ‘Powerful form of expression’ (Hickman, 2014, p. 26) that should be nurtured.  In addition, at this creating stage, the success criteria and learning outcomes will be communicated clearly prior to starting. This is to ensure that the children understand the reason for creating this piece of art, which is to translate it onto the forthcoming mural as well as in preparation for a group art piece they will be creating.  When it comes to art, many children see its purpose as fun rather than understanding the teachers learning intentions of areas such as creative, thinking and expressive skills.  Whilst having fun is important and the children should be enjoying the activity, teachers still need to ensure the children are aware of the expectations in order to improve their skills. (Watts, 2005).  

The finished art pieces will be used during the artist visit and incorporated into the mural while also being used to create a group Snowdog design.  After the visit from Rhiannon, the children will be more familiar with her artistic techniques and methods and will apply them to their existing picture of a building.  They will be encouraged to use their knowledge to add colour and interesting, smaller pictures and symbols into the background of their art to create a new piece of artwork.  Consequently, in groups of four, the children will use a template of the Snowdog (Appendix 12) and work collaboratively to incorporate all their designs.  This may involve them allocating each side, the top and the front to a specific individual or interweaving parts of each person’s design all over.  They will need to work together towards the end product of their design while also developing their communication skills and learning how to manage their different views by problem solving.  Collaborative working should be ‘Student-centred and student-directed’ (Bias and Kolk, 2018) with guidance only from the teacher.  This allows the children to find ways to work together, the teacher may only then be needed to support children who find these skills challenging.  Mulgan (2017) supports collaborative working in the primary school as the skills it develops complement other subjects, such as maths and science, which are key to thriving in life and work.

The second activity will involve the children making their Snowdog a reality by designing then making a 3D version out of chicken wire and papier maché which will run over several sessions to give the children time to plan and create.  The curriculum areas covered during this activity will be Design and Technology (Appendix 13) and English (Appendix 14).  Prior to the session, the children will spend time learning how to safely handle chicken wire using gloves and protective aprons and understanding the safety rules to prevent any injuries.  They will learn how to shape the wire into simple shapes as well as a technique to connect the wire so that it remains in the shape they wish.  As they become confident, they will be encouraged to experiment with shaping the chicken wire and trying different ways to connect the wire to find the most efficient and effective way.  They will work in their design groups and collaboration will again play an important part.

Design and technology is an area of the curriculum that is considered by some as a ‘True multi skilled subject and one that is vital to modern society’ (Woodward, 2016) due to the multitude of skills that must be demonstrated to meet all of its areas.  Skills such as problem solving, lateral thinking and evaluating are not only essential for this subject but are transferable to other subjects while also being informed by them.  These skills and indeed design activity itself are considered vital in education, especially when embedded in a cross curricular way (Hope and Parkinson, 2008).  Such a diverse subject will provide a range of creative opportunities for children and this is what the activity intends to inspire.

Having learnt the necessary skills to manipulate chicken wire into a desired shape, connect it and have it maintain its shape, while following safety rules, the children will be asked to make a Snowdog with the materials.  As a class, the children will be involved in setting the success criteria for the making.  They will be asked to consider the template and pictures of the Snowdogs they have seen and consider what they will need to include in their own creation.  This may be something as simple as if it has four legs to whether it is standing or sitting or has a long tail and will allow the children to take responsibility for their own learning.  Allowing the children to be part of generating the success criteria will give them ownership of their work and allow self-assessment to be meaningful.  This is especially important for children with lower skill levels to ensure they have a clear understanding of what is expected (Welsh Government, 2010).  

The designing section of the session will begin with the children creating a mind map detailing their ideas to aid in their planning and develop their thinking skills, which will  allow them to consider not only what their Snowdog will look like but also, how each part will be constructed and in what order, how they will connect each part together, what equipment is needed and who will be responsible for making the different parts (Appendix 15).  The use of a mind map as a visual graph allows the children to organise their ideas in a way that will aid in memory recall (National Reading Panel, 2000).  This will be a team build and all members will be expected to participate in the creation of the Snowdog.  The activity will offer the children opportunities to work in a more co-operative way by taking roles in the group such as manager or encourager in order to work as a group instead of an individual who happens to be in a group.  Additionally, language and higher order thinking skills will be developed as will social skills, while positive relationships will be built among the groups (Professional Development Service for Teachers, n.d).  Furthermore, they will evaluate their work throughout the designing process (Cambridge Assessment International Education, n.d) and make corrections during the act of production which is an important element of Assessment for Learning (AfL).

The making section of the session will see the children taking their 2D design and translating it into 3D sculpture using their mind map and plan.  They will be reminded of the safety rules before utilising their prior knowledge of using the chicken wire, to create their armature.  They will be supported by the teacher to ensure the groups are working co-operatively and that everyone is included as well as to be on hand for any physical construction problems.  While the children will be encouraged to adapt their design when problems or mistakes arise, they may still need guidance on alternative methods they could try.  Being given opportunities to make mistakes has been shown to enhance learning and give the children motivation to try something new and different that they had not considered before (Price-Mitchell, 2011).  Once the armatures are complete, the children will be able to reflect on the process and evaluate their design regarding ease of making, whether the design needed to be adapted during the process and how effective they were as a group.  This allows them to self and peer assess their learning in order to improve and develop their new and existing skills further. 

Further work will take place on the Snowdogs to turn them from an armature to a full sculpture.  They will use glue and newspaper strips to do this, creating a papier maché skin.  Due to being limited to applying only four layers of paper at a time, to allow for drying, this may take several sessions as the layers need a day to dry before continuing and will need up to five applications to create a firm skin.  The final layer will be kitchen roll to provide a suitable painting surface.  The children will then draw on their design, paint and seal it to create their finished sculpture.

The third activity will relate back to the film that inspired the artefact, The Snowman and The Snowdog.  The film contains no speech, only a soundtrack, so the key song from the film will be used along with the key song from the original, The Snowman, film in an appraising activity.  The curriculum areas covered by this activity will be Music (Appendix 16), Personal and Social Education (Appendix 17) and elements of the YCC (Appendix 10).  Wetton states that ‘Music can help children develop attributes such as communication, problem solving and the ability to work with others’ (2014, p. 191) and these skills transfer across all subject areas, while other studies show that musical activity has been linked to improvements in scores, especially in mathematics (Barnes, 2011).  The children will have previously learnt how to appraise music as well as learnt about the different musical elements (Appendix 18) and gained understanding of how to identify and use them when composing to create mood in a piece of music (Bloomfield and Childs, 2012).  

The children will begin by listening to Walking in the Air from The Snowman (Appendix 19), the version they will appraise mixes the voice of Welsh singer, Aled Jones, singing as an adult in harmony with the voice of his younger self from the original 1985 song.  They will record their observations (Appendix 20), listening specifically for the musical elements of dynamics, texture, timbre, structure and pace.  The number of musical elements being appraised may differ depending on the age of the children involved.  They will then listen to Light the Night, from The Snowman and The Snowdog (Appendix 19) and again record their observations before discussing in small groups the similarities and differences in their responses as well as which piece of music they preferred.  Using the random feedback AfL strategy (Appendix 21), one person from each group will be asked to feedback a summary from their group for one musical element to see if there were any differing views and which piece of music was the most popular.

When it comes to music, the way it can affect people’s moods and emotions is well researched along with how it has the potential to influence feelings giving it therapeutic value (MacDonald, Kreutz and Mitchell, 2012, p. 3).  Taking this into consideration, the children will listen to both pieces of music again, this time focussing on how the music makes them feel.  To aid them in recording this, they will be provided with an emotion chart (Appendix 22).  They will mark how they are feeling before the song starts and then be signalled every 30 seconds to mark the emotion they are feeling at that moment.  They will use different colours for each song so that they can complete their emotions for both songs on the one chart and immediately see the differences or similarities.  This will lead onto a discussion about why a piece made them feel happy or sad and whether they can identify anything specific when they consider their observations of the musical elements.  By gaining an understanding of how the composition of a song can affect emotions, it is hoped they will gain a solid foundation on which to develop a love of music (Wetton, 2014).  

The knowledge gained through appraising the two pieces of music, for both the musical elements and emotions, will be used in future lessons as the children compose their own piece of music to symbolise their Snowdog.  Over the course of the theme sessions, photographs and videos will be taken by the children and teacher of the different activities.  Each group will edit and create their own film documentary, specific to their artistic creation, from the initial research journey in the local area, to working with Rhiannon, designing and making their Snowdog and composing their music.  Their composed and recorded music will become the soundtrack to their documentary.  

At the end of the theme sessions, there will be a gallery evening to celebrate the children’s work where their finished sculpture, documentary with composed music overlaid, initial drawings both individual and group, along with their research about their building from the local area will be displayed.  The group’s work will be displayed around the school and visitors will be invited to follow their own Snowdog trail using a leaflet the children will design.  It is important to celebrate the children’s work, as occurs in Reggio Emilio schools, as this allows their learning to be shared with family, educators and friends and makes them more aware of the learning that has taken place.  By showing not just the finished product but the process that went into its creation, it allows the children to reflect on their achievement and everyone else to celebrate it (Hall et al, 2014).  

The effect that music, along with the other creative areas, has on the development of children and the transferable skills they provide is a significant reason why they should be given greater importance in schools.  Furthermore, until the education system encourages instead of suppresses creativity and moves away from an industrial model that has an intense focus on testing, very little will change for children or educators.  Wales is making significant steps towards a new method of teaching with Successful Futures and its Expressive Arts area of learning and experience being ‘Of equal importance in a broad and balanced curriculum’ (Donaldson, 2015, p. 43) along with pushing for a cross curricular approach.  They have conducted plenty of research in preparation and appear to have a strong commitment to move forward.  By providing a curriculum that emboldens teachers to expand the range of learning opportunities available to children, new opportunities to develop creativity will occur (Desailly, 2012) and as has been seen throughout, developing creativity opens children up to new skills that apply across all areas of the curriculum.  With these new skills, children will be better prepared for the future and achieve Robinson’s (2015, p. xvi) aims, of children who ‘Understand the world around them and the talents within them so that they can become fulfilled individuals and active, compassionate citizens’ and this can only be a positive thing.
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