Creative Partnerships: Enquiry Schools Programme.

What opens minds to accepting the voices of childhood culture; can they be opened through a shared musical journey?

Will a learning journey into voice, audio culture and identity revive our musical creativity and innovations?
The Project Abstract:

“What opens the mind to engage upon a shared musical journey where we explore our children’s cultures, histories and identities through the music they listen to, will this shared journey raise the profile of music within our school and support practitioners in developing innovative musical project with their children?”

In this project we hope to explore the musical cultures and interests of the children and adults within our school community. Using these audio identities and cultures as a way of engaging, a starting point, to a innovative and creative musical project. This project will be recorded digitally along the way, creating our own music/media record, stored pieces of music, image, text that can be shared through our whole community. Within this project we would also like to develop performances and celebrations that involve the whole community. I am guarding in committing to much more description at this point as we would also like the project to have an organic nature, growing from the children’s explorations of culture, identity, music and voice.
GAS Evaluation. Draft Three.

An evaluation of our journey through three perspectives

Artist’s perspective.

What I have learnt/experienced as an artist.

From the first visit I made to Gearies I could get that this project had status within the school. My link teacher was a part of the senior team and had already planned to be off timetable for one day a week. I was given the time to and it was expected that I together with Dan would deliver a twilight inset session to the staff team (teachers and TAs) explaining the project; why we were doing it and how we intended to share it with the whole school. Then in the first two weeks I was invited into every class in the school to do a music session and enrol the children into the ideas of them being active participants and ambassadors to bring in their parents and other stake holders to join in. As an artist to have that care and attention to becoming creatively embedded is vital and not the luxury that some schools I have worked in consider it to be.
This is not to say there were not some issues to be addressed during the project but there was a strong sense of partnership that meant these did not get in the way of cooperation and expression of creativity. A clear example of this was the way that when the first ’studio area’ we allocated for recording became unavailable then another was sorted out with little fuss (at least that I knew about). This was vital when you are expecting people who may not have sung or shared experiences into a microphone either for a very long time or indeed ever; the safe space for people to be dangerous in.

However experienced an artist may be, there is always the opportunity to learn new things; from children, teaching and support staff and parent/carers. Here it was great to see that all the stakeholders in the school were interested in learning about and sharing with me and each other. The grandfather of a pupil met and recorded Greek wedding songs on the violin with a Teaching assistant singing and being accompanied by a six year old on Tablas. A very specific learning point for me here was how to break up and notate 9/8 metres used in rembetica music! Parents came to hear what their children were contributing and so became involved themselves: family learning and interfamily learning.

The learning and reciprocal self development I experienced with my partner teacher was striking. We had a relationship of honesty and a shared aspiration to let the project develop and flourish so that the children would have quality experiences and that the outcomes would have a legacy for the whole school. We both attended a PPD day facilitated by the National College of School Leadership on ‘Transforming the Curriculum’.

I suppose the main imperative of learning and creativity is never to lose the willingness to be surprised or be intimidated by it. This project has both reinforced and enhanced that sense in me as an artist.

Jon o 

School’s perspective.

The schools perspective has been categorised into three key main areas. The way in which the journey challenged the school to identify problems, explore solutions, the development of new ideas and the need for members of the school to take risks.

Problem finding and solving

Problem: Widening project ownership, participants and audience. 

Solution: By spending time in each of the classrooms Jon was able to breakdown any perceived barriers that this was a project that some people may have either felt excluded from or perceived that it related only to the enquiry being developed by Jon and myself. By spending time in each class Jon was able to establish trust and relationships across the complete school staff team, including caretakers, dinner ladies, teachers and support staff. 

A following inset session further supported the message that this was very much a project that would only succeed if a wide range of our school community and stakeholders contributed towards its development.

Problem: Preventing the enquiry from being subsumed by a desire for a “templated” curriculum material, rather than an evolving enquiry.

Solution: Open discussion.

To ensure that the projects enquiry did not become subsumed by considerations that its recordings and materials should be packaged and processed into some form of curriculum template, we regularly held open discussions with all school stakeholders and leaders, conveying our message, its original brief and sharing the early successes all ready recorded. This process of transparency, openness to opinions, alternative viewpoints ensured that from this point on we continually made reference back to both the projects designed brief and underpinning enquiry question. 

During each discussion and review of the project evolving journey we choose to support the briefs original idea and enquiry root by accompanying the ideas we were trying to share with audio sound tracks and demonstrations of how the project was successfully evolving.

Early challenges to the nature of the enquiry established a conduct that became very productive towards the enquires evolution. 

The early debates between different stakeholders within the school, honest, open discussion and partnership between stakeholders, from dinner ladies to senior leaders, children’ to parents, set a precedent that would follow throughout the rest of the journey. 
The momentum the project generated in its very early stages further supported the agreements against the project becoming a curricular template, remaining an organic piece of recording in its own right.

Problem: Initial dissemination and pick up by the community to contribute, creating a safe place to take risks.

Solution: Occupying a safe place. Early in the project we were able to set up a recording location in the schools mobile room. By basing ourselves in this place each week, children, staff and parents had free access to both artist and project. The mobile space soon became a space associated with the project, the place where recordings took place, a space to discuss ideas, share ideas, and rehearse songs and stories, a safe place to take risks.

Development of new ideas

People are shy; the project needed a way in which it could be disseminated to our complete community. Ways in which all school stakeholders could engage and contribute towards the journey. People were not confident that they had anything of any value to offer.

When sharing with parents recordings that their children had made, they realised what the project was actually looking to do and that it was fun and non threatening. From this point the project mushroomed in a new, perhaps unexpected way, a focus on recording our communities 29 languages in our archive, through story, song and chat. The parent community became ambassadors for their mother tongues. This hook, a determination for the project to collect and record our communities’ languages in song, music and rhyme was further supported by some key families and parent contributors. This focus on home language was slightly wide from our original brief that focused purely on music culture of the children. But this new idea was a significant development within the project encouraging other families to engage and contribute towards our archive. 

Risk Taking

In the past I have found it difficult to give up or share ownership of an original idea. In past experiences when doing this I have not been satisfied with the projects, feeling their original ethos or ideology have not really been brought into or valued by a the partner artist. 

Any new partnership for me is a risk, Jon’s response to the brief showed a understanding of what the project was about and also a willingness to let it expand organically, identifying the importance of all stakeholders in our school community. 

The risk for me was to then trust somebody I felt I could trust. To let go of the ownership of the projects original idea and witness it become a co constructed journey. 

In taking this risk the project became much more than what I had originally perceived. I have learnt a great deal by working in a genuine partnership and have appreciated and valued the advice and support Jon has offered. In sharing the original idea, taking that risk, the project blossomed into an archive created and by all members of our schools community. An archive owned by many contributors and not just a project restricted by my need to control its direction. Jon’s interpretation of the original idea and his innovation in widening the brief to include parents, dinner ladies, support staff... all stakeholders and to focus on the diverse range of languages present within our community, made the archive a much more diverse recording of our communities voice. 

General impacts of GAS on Gearies Infants School, identified and shared by its stakeholders.
It could be argued that these observations and reflections are just composed through the perspectives of one or two writers. 

The following collection of observations are summaries made by a wide range of stakeholders within our school community, from caretaker and cleaners, parents and Grandparents, Support staff to senior teachers.

The gaining of a new member to our school community. (Jon)
A raising of the profile of music within our school.

A raising of the children’s expectation in the quality and frequency of musical sessions within their learning experiences.

The impact of the project in providing a context/environment/process through which children could redefine their personal self image, challenge their negative learner identity and experience success. Co -constructing stronger, more positive learner identities, impacting on attainment. 

The word work being used to describe activities such as writing, maths… but not singing and musicality. But the word, “work” used to describe recording process.

The word learning being used to describe activities related to singing when recording and the listening to the archive.

But, a description of the archive as a two part process, the recording and making of recordings = work, the listing and singing participations = learning.

Being able to listen to your own voice and enjoy what you hear.

The children expressing a new expectation of being involved in musical experiences, and performances.

Identified skills, talent and passions, shared by our whole school community. Whole staff body, children and parents.

The development of newly formed partnerships with musical professionals. Jon, Soumen’s Mum, Dino’s Granddad.

The development of a sustained musical journey for those who became involved with the opportunities the project provided.

Fifteen recognised practitioners continuously involved in the project, week in week out for the complete term.

The positive interest and responses received by parent community.
The need for our children to hear and celebrate their voices more frequently, within a musical context.  

The recording of our (Gearies) voice.

The creation of some very strong and positive relationships between staff and parents. 

A new realisation of what are children can do, what wonderful pieces of music they can compose and record, a realisation of the importance of musicality to developing and celebrating identity.

Uncovering a line of thought, our parents were very responsive to a project focussing on capturing our Voice, the voice of Gants Hill, not, the voices of the Hindu, Muslim, Jewish…communities, but the voices of Gants Hill, us, our community.

Our whole community has been identified, recorded and celebrated in real terms.

The creation of a rich and vibrant resource, that is not a product that concludes or is an end celebration of the project, but the beginning of the next learner journey.

The development of creative partnerships. 

Partnerships between artist, team members and parents. Rooted at a peoples/stakeholders level. Partnerships between children, practitioners and families.

The democratising of creativity.

An identified need, music experiences need to be occurring weekly within each class at, “Roots Level” engaged in processes not just performance.

A more democratised leading of creative learning balanced with a safe guarding against the exploitation of those who have skills to lead but are choosing not to.

New expectations, a journey that has engaged and sustained the commitment of 15 key members of the team, a journey that now places an expectation on those not engaged to engage.

The skills development of those members of staff engaged in discussions and workshops with Jon.

The description of the archive as a resource that other people can see how we like to learn.

The Children’s perspectives.
We could quite easily assume the expert role as adults, assuming that the projects value is in its sound bite recordings, short pieces of song, story and rhyme recorded by our community that will then in effect provide bite sized pieces of resources that will enrich our musicality in school. Throughout this project the children communicated a much simpler perspective. The archives most important and valuable asset was that it provided them with a place to record songs with their parents, grandparents, teachers and adults in school. 

Throughout our enquiry journey, the children made a continuous use of the words, “it made me happy when I/when we...”

“Happiness” seemed to be a major emotional response discussed by the children when reflecting on the time they have spent involved in project, happiness with recording songs, and happiness in listening to each others recordings.

Happiness, although continuously discussed can only really be judged in terms of qualitative reflection, but when considering how the project has increased the confidence, self esteem and learning identities of the children involved, again only qualitative reflections can be made, but evidence to support these reflections can be drawn from comments made by the children during the pupil conferences we held at different points in the journey.

“ That was the first time I has sung to anyone…I normally only sing in my head…when walking down the street or in the playground…I only sing quietly because I was worried about what people would say…When I needed to sing I closed my eyes and just pretended that no one was their…then when I was singing I got more confidence and liked hearing my voice…singing in front of someone else was amazing…because it made me show my feelings…it makes you not shy …When you are in GAS you learn about not being shy…about being confident…This is important because when you are shy you are shy and you don’t share your voice…no one knows what you think because you are to shy to tell them…when I am singing I learnt not to be shy…I learnt to be confident, to stand up and share my ideas.”

Nabeela, aged 7
“When I was first recording I was really worried about what people would think about my singing…that they would say it wasn’t good…I didn’t like my recording…but when other children listened to it and told me how good it was I changed my mind… I changed my mind; I do like my singing record, I am proud of my voice.”
Nakkalia, aged 7

“You have to be not shy, you can’t be shy you have to be…confident…It made me feel proud…It made me feel happy…it made me excited… It’s our voice.”

Shruti K, aged 6

“I am feeling proud about the archive recordings.”

Jason, aged 5.

“I am really proud of my singing.”

Adiba, aged 4 

“The first time I was in the project I was nervous…I was really shy…I imagined what people might say…But people said nice stuff…now when I grow up I want to be something like a rock star…I don’t get shy anymore…everyone is proud of themselves when we listen to our recordings.”

Naila, aged 6.
Further to this reflection about how the children involved seemed to grow in self confidence, belief and esteem the more they were involved in the project, there is a further qualitative reflection that should be discussed that relates to how throughout the project the children developed a real sense of autonomy over their own learning journeys. 

The projects impacted upon the children’s perspectives of their role in the learning journey through its demand for a co-construction of the archive. The archive could not have been recorded or constructed in isolation by teacher, adult or child. The archives success could have only developed once all three of these stakeholders shared in its construction. This in turn led to real occasions of child learning autonomy. Again, it can be argued that this is a judgement, but once more in reflecting back on comments made by the children during our pupil conferences, reference can be made in what they said, that provides some supportive evidence to these reflections.

“This is our voice”

Angali, aged 7.

“We could teach the songs to the teachers or our friends.”

Aisha, aged 6.

These expressions of ownership and responsibility by the children to share in the journey was also reflected in their responses when we asked them how we think the archive could be used in class and how they would feel if adults choose not to use the archive in their room.

“It is important to listen to songs in different languages and from different countries. Sharing with and teaching each other songs in different languages… There’s lots of information in the archive…we are learning all different kinds of songs, in different languages from all kinds of different countries… we should learn about songs and stories from other countries… we should know things about these songs and stories… people who sing a song from one country or one language should teach it to someone from another country or language.”

Naila, Shruti K, Jason, Soumen, Aisha, Nabeela. Aged 5 to 7

“It’s unfair if teachers do not use or listen to our voices in the archive…It was a lot of hard work and it would be unfair if people don’t listen to our songs.”
Mya, Aged 7.
Reflecting back, the sense of ownership the children developed grew as their relationship with Jon also developed. Jon ability to become part of our school family in such a short space of time resulted in a real sense of access to a real partnership with an artist, a feeling shared by both the children and adults within our community.  

A genuine partnership developed.  Evidence of this being seen in the number of interactions, demands to record, informal conversations and final archive pieces which when carefully listened to form a journal telling our story, the archives own journey.

“Jon was always really happy and excited with us…he always made me feel happy and proud…he would listen to us and make us feel not shy…I could talk to him and he was really good at listening.”
Shruti K, Naila, Soumen, Mya, Nabeela, Zain, Will and Saraa. Aged 5 to 7.

The enquiry journey saw a breakdown of the traditional teacher child relationship, that of the teacher informing child, and the move towards a more symbiotic relationship. This journey and breakdown of traditionally viewed teacher child relationship fits in well with our schools ethos, moving away from what Bruner describes as, “an impoverished conception of teaching in which a single, presumably omniscient teacher explicitly tells or shows presumably unknowing learners something they presumably know nothing about.” Towards what Pascal and Bertram, 1997, identified, “effective learning demands that an essentially symbiotic relationship be developed between the child and adult.” This concept continued on from the work of Laevers, 1995, identifying the importance of the involvement of the child and the engagement of the teacher. The engaged teacher sensitively, facilitating stimulation while granting autonomy for the child to make their own judgments and express their own ideas. 

These pedagogical views relating to the adult needing to engage with the child, sensitively listening to their voice, tuning in and then, and only then, supporting the child’s learner journey really characterise how Jon’s relationship with both children and adults alike developed, a vitally important part in this projects success. 
“Children listen to the archive and listen to the songs and stories…they come home and learn more songs and write stories because they want to…they want to come and share them with Jon…they learn and share the songs because they want to not because they have been told.”

Nabeela, aged 7.

The breaking down of what some may see as traditional relationships between teacher, adult and child further added to the autonomous nature of the enquiry. Importantly, there were moments during our journey when not only did the children display a desire to have a autonomous role in the archives development, but also a reflective look at themselves as learners. During our discussions children communicated to us how the project had challenged them to rethink their approached to learning. Again this is quite a sweeping qualitative judgement, but again notes from our conferences provide evidence of this happening.
“When I am singing I don’t get shy, you can’t be shy…it was really brilliant…but I had to listen…I don’t always listen…but when you want to sing or record in our project you have to listen…you have to listen because you want to get it right, I need to listen so I can hear the words and think about them…get them right and then make my teacher proud.”

Dino aged 6

“It was” 

Shruti K, aged 6.

 (After 17 minutes of thought, pondering whether participant in archive activity was a reason for a marked improvement in classroom behaviour.) 

How will the project live on…

Currently I am studying for a Masters in Education and the reading I am engaged in at the moment focuses on leadership and change management, looking at how change can only really occur through a emotional intelligence change a view, alter of stance. A moment when the group of people you are trying to engage in a journey or enquiry understand the moral purpose behind the need for the change. When recording our final conference with the children, one child communicated more effectively than I ever could in words that moral purpose. 

The following response came out from a conversation I which I shared with a young girl the fact that singing to a whole class is something I find challenging, uncomfortable. That while I completely admire the journeys the children have been on, I still do not have a real genuine sense of confidence in myself, that while I will sing with children, I have all kinds of worrying thoughts going on in my head. At the end of the discussion I asked Nabeela, “What one thing should I do to be as confident as you, how did you get so confident, and what should I do?”

“It was the teachers…they made me confident…you teachers always tell us all the time that we can do it…we should do it…you give us confidence…you help us and support us all the time…now it is one of those times when you should stand up and do it…you should believe in yourself.”

Nabeela, aged 7.

Nabeela is of course right, this enquiry did not search to find any definitive answers but what we was discovered, and so compellingly put forward by Nabeela, is a moral obligation to meet the needs of our community and children.  Not having a curriculum for all children inclusive of music and musical cultural identity, would be denying the children the opportunities to engage in the learning journey experienced by those involved in this project. Not continuing a journey which is shared by all of our school stakeholders and parent body would also fail to meet the newly enthused demands and expectations of our supportive community.

Solution:

Nabeela’s reflections alone when shared with colleagues inspired that emotional change, that understanding of what the project had discovered and the need for some of us in school to ensure that the journey continues. At the official end of this enquiry we find ourselves in a position where by we have no real answers, but more importantly we do have a shared, identified moral purpose or mandate directly recorded from the children, staff and community to continue the journey further, looking at how we can use are Archive resource to develop rich and diverse musical experiences within our school.
In response to the projects final evaluations, there are now five ambassadors of the project devising action plans to develop smaller project journeys within their own year groups. This group of practitioners spreads equally across all age phases and setting within our school, from children’s centre and nursery to years one and two.  These action plans follow the model set out by this initial enquiry, but focus more on how we can explore ways in which our projects resource, The Gearies Archive of Sound, can be used and embedded into our innovative and creative curriculum. The smaller groups will be exploring possible changes to practice that will allow a space for the Archive to be embedded in a sustainable way, ways in which we can utilise the musical expertise of some of our parent community, and ways in which the Archive can continue to identify and celebrate our shared voice, the voice of Gearies Infants School.
“It’s our voice.”
