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Abstract  

This research identifies the nature of transformative experience through the arts in early childhood 

education (ECE). The concept of experience is a term widely used in the New Zealand early 

childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996/2017), however no clear definition 

of this term has been provided. This thesis examines the conditions that promote or inhibit the 

transformative possiblities of children’s experiences in the arts.  

Both philosophical and educational theories and methods underpin this research, in particular the 

works of John Dewey (1934/2005) and Elliot Eisner (2002), who both support the notion of 

educational work as artistry. The perspectives of influential philosophers and theorists who value 

the role of aesthetic engagement and imagination in experience, play and art are also examined.  

This philosophical research involves observations of children engaging in the arts at five early 

childhood centres in Auckland, New Zealand; focus groups with teachers from these centres; and 

focus groups with student teachers from two tertiary early childhood education providers. A 

phenomenological approach was adopted to examine the participants’ lived experiences, using 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore emergent themes.   

The research demonstrates how transformative learning opportunities, which emerge through play 

and arts experiences, expand children’s perceptions and ways of knowing. The focus groups with 

student teachers and teachers emphasised children’s potential to form new insights through their 

imaginative ventures in the arts. The data reveals that optimal learning environments and materials 

which encourage sensory and aesthetic experiences can enable transformative experiences through 

the arts. The research suggests that transformative experiences can easily be blocked, either 

intentionally or unintentionally.  

The teachers in this study demonstrate their developing understanding of what a transformative art 

experience looks like and what it might mean for children’s learning, development and identity. 

This research highlights how the artistic and affective dimensions within the arts form a crucial 

part of children’s learning, allowing them to explore and discover new opportunities and ideas. 

The theorising of experience in the arts has potential to contribute to a clearer understanding of the 

body of knowledge required for pedagogical insight in early childhood education.  
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Chapter 1: Overview and Rationale 

Introduction 

The key purpose of this doctoral thesis is to identify the essence of transformative experiences in 

the arts in early childhood education. This research aims to provide insight into what interests and 

motivates children about the arts and what they find meaningful. The broad questions ask how the 

children’s transformative experiences in the arts influence their learning and development and how 

early childhood student teachers and practising teachers can utilise the arts in order to develop an 

understanding of when an experience has been transformative. The processes that make arts 

experiences meaningful and transformative are identified and defined, rather than being viewed as 

tools for learning outside the arts.  

The concept of experience aligns with the progressive ideology described by John Dewey 

(1934/2005) and his shaping of experience as democratic participation, which is discussed fully in 

Chapter 3. Democratic participation might be regarded as our self-interest balanced with the 

collaborative interests of the group. Dewey regards experience as having a powerful impact on 

children’s learning and individual identity. In Dewey’s thought, experience is seen to be action-

based or embodied; it is an experience of transformation and might be framed as the accumulation, 

retention, reinforcement, reflection on, and the transference of the experience into new contexts 

(Dewey, 2005).  

My research draws predominantly on Dewey’s writings, with Art as Experience (1934/2005) 

formulating the pedagogical basis for my work. It also makes connections with the philosophies 

and pedagogies of arts education, specifically through Elliot Eisner’s publication The Arts and the 

Creation of the Mind (2002).  Eisner views education as “the process of learning to create ourselves 

with the arts being seen to promote this” (2002. p. 3). Gadamer’s (1960/2004) philosophy of  play 

is also drawn on for his claim that aesthetic engagement, our experience of art, transcends an 

individual consciousness. Gadamer makes links between play and art, emphasising that play has 

its own order. This research affirms the pedagogical work in the early childhood institutions of 

Reggio Emilia in Italy which also suggest that children’s spaces hold many possibilities for 

innovative and exciting educational projects (Moss, 2014). The research aligns with Loris 
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Malaguzzi (1920-1998) whose metaphor of ‘one hundred languages’ demonstrates that symbols 

are associated with emotions and feelings and used by children to acquire cultural perspectives. 

This research examines the arts in early childhood education in Aotearoa, motivated by the 

essential characteristics of Te Whāriki: He whāriki mātauranga mō ngā mokopuna o Aotearoa - 

Early Childhood Curriculum, and how it portrays experience (Ministry of Education, 1996). In 

Chapter 3, a discussion of how the document incorporates the term experience initiates critique 

around the understanding placed on experiential learning. The intention is to make explicit the 

term experience and what makes an experience transformative to a degree that can influence 

teacher practices in the arts. Teacher and student teacher perceptions and their interpretation of 

children’s experiences are examined in order to uncover what implications the notion of 

transformative experience might have for teacher beliefs and practices. 

While experience is a central concept in Te Whāriki, there is potential to explore the term and 

attempt to add some insight to its use and general meaning. As this research will explain, we often 

see that arts experiences for young children become just a matter of providing activities. Whether 

an activity can become a transformative experience is one of the questions I hope this research will 

answer. A too narrow interpretation of experience may constrain and limit a teacher’s ability to 

utilise the full potential of the arts as a central platform for learning in early childhood education. 

An intended outcome of this thesis is a framing of the notion of experience to influence student 

teachers’ and teachers’ understandings of experiences in the arts. 

The data collection in this study involved recording a series of observations of children across five 

varied early childhood centres. The selection of children was dependent on their involvement in a 

range of arts experiences, and the observations took place during 2014 and 2015. Observations 

and discussions with children were used to investigate the nature and essence of a child’s 

transformative experience in the arts in early childhood contexts. This data helped define concepts 

around transformative experience through emerging themes such as: impulse, play and 

imagination; active (doing)/ passive (undergoing); heightened sensory perception and aesthetic 

engagement; affect (emotion, efficacy and flow); creative impulses, improvisation and meaning 

making; transformative experience; erlebnis and erfahrung. 

My research examines how the learning experiences facilitated by early childhood teachers and 

student teachers might impact children’s learning in the arts. The study included focus group 
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discussions with twenty practising early childhood teachers from five early childhood settings 

where the observations of children took place. The purpose of the focus groups was to gain insight 

into their understanding of experience and transformation through the arts. Importantly, a teacher 

may not know that an arts experience has been transformative, and the value of focus group 

discussions lies in the way that such pedagogical knowledge can be revealed or unconcealed. Focus 

group meetings with the teachers helped reveal how wide and far-reaching these kinds of 

engagements are and the implications of transformative aspects for teacher practice. The 

participants were encouraged to respond to the open-ended focus group questions.  

In addition to focus group discussions with the practising teachers, early childhood student 

teachers also participated in focus group discussions in order to gain a sense of their developing 

perceptions and experiences. Altogether, thirteen student teacher participants were involved, with 

each participating once or twice in two separate focus groups. These focus groups aimed to gain 

insight into the student teachers’ interpretations of children’s experiences in arts contexts. These 

three participant groups, children, teachers and student teachers, have collectively contributed 

towards an understanding of transformative experience in the arts.  

Rationale 

The overarching research question for this thesis is:   

What is the nature and essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early 

childhood contexts?  

In line with Dewey’s belief in the continuity of aesthetic experience, art can be linked to everyday 

activities, with everyone viewed as an artist. This research highlights some of the things we need 

in order to successfully integrate these ideas into practice. It provides an informed definition of 

what we mean by artist, and what our thinking is, behind an open-ended process. As Dewey insists, 

art works have “aesthetic standing only as the work becomes an experience for the human being” 

(1934/2005, p. 2). 

A further question for the thesis includes a theorising of the essence of experience itself and 

determining what makes an experience different from an activity, for example. Current imperatives 

towards predetermined activities often constrain the potential for children to have rich experiences, 

and one of the problems is that limited knowledge of the arts is becoming more prevalent in early 

childhood education (Abbs, 1994; Eisner, 1972; Schiller, 2000; Wright, 2003, 2012). Recent 
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research reveals the many ways in which learning environments can either enable children’s 

experiences in the arts or restrict them (Dewey, 1934/2005; Eisner, 2002; Kolbe, 2005; Rinaldi, 

2013; Steiner, 1923/1996; Young, 2009). The important contribution which the arts can make in 

children’s lives has been highlighted by Robinson (2007) and Gill (2011) in the arts advocacy 

domain. This literature has revealed that a lack of creativity in a child’s environment can stifle 

vital experiences and the potential for transformation.  

This research invites inquiry about the conditions (environment and interactions) which promote 

or inhibit educative and transformative experiences for young children in the arts. By interrogating 

how a teacher might know that an art experience has been transformative, I hope to reveal the 

nature or essence of a child’s transformative experience.  In Chapter 4 a theory of experience is 

developed based on Dewey (1934/2005) and the German concepts and terminology used by 

Heidegger (Davis, 2010; Inwood, 1999). Gadamer’s (1960/2004) interpretation of Erlebnis and 

Erfahrung also informs this theory. The theorising of experience in the arts in early childhood 

education has the potential to make contributions to a clearer understanding of the body of 

knowledge required for pedagogical insight. This may, for example, provide a deeper 

understanding of experience in the arts in the various practical applications suggested in Te 

Whāriki.    

Author’s Background 

Based on my experience of over forty years as an early childhood educator in New Zealand and 

Australia, it is my belief that the arts form a vital part of young children’s daily lives. The arts 

liberate children and help them make sense of their world experiences. The arts also motivate 

young children’s learning and, in my experience, are a natural vehicle for play—the platform for 

lived experiences. The theorising of both experience and transformative experience within the 

early childhood community is also a part of my own development as an academic involved in early 

childhood education.  

I have been an early childhood teacher/educator for many years, working in various aspects of the 

early childhood sector. I began my training as a kindergarten teacher, when I was seventeen years 

old, at the Wellington Kindergarten Teachers Training College in Karori. In the 1970s the 

qualification was a two-year course called the New Zealand Free Kindergarten Union Diploma. I 

was taught by some leading and inspirational teachers, led by Joyce Barnes, who was Principal of 
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the College. One of our lecturers, Marie Bell, was a pioneer of free play and advocated for teaching 

methods which closely aligned with progressive theory. The training curriculum for kindergarten 

teachers was experiential and grounded in expressive activities, which included music and learning 

guitar, art and craft, environmental studies, creative movement and weaving.  Children’s literature, 

speech and drama were taught by Joan Reid and Mary Purdy. Group discussions, role-play and 

workshops provided opportunities for the students to learn through their own responses. There 

were approximately sixty students in my year and we participated in rich experiences both at the 

college and in our communities.  

 In 1973, at the end of the two-year training and upon gaining a Diploma of Teaching, we were 

allocated positions in kindergartens. My first experience in a teaching position was at Brian Webb 

Free Kindergarten in Tawa, from 1974 to 1976. Towards the end of 1976 I moved to Sydney, 

Australia, and over the next twenty years continued to teach in both public and private 

kindergartens.   In the 1980s, I enrolled (with advanced standing) in the new three-year Diploma 

of Teaching (ECE) course at Sydney Kindergarten Teachers College in Waverley. This programme 

of study at the College maintained a strong emphasis on the arts, led by Wendy Schiller (Dance), 

Ursula Kolbe and Christine Stevenson (Visual Arts), Louie Suthers and Helen Martin (Music and 

Movement), Kathleen Warren (Drama) and Clare Scott-Mitchell (Children’s Literature). The 

three-year diploma course included a specialisation component in the final year, focusing on either 

up to two-year-olds (infant-toddler) or five- to eight-year-old (primary school) children. I chose 

the primary school focus because I wanted to teach in primary schools and increase my knowledge 

of those subject areas. In addition to learning up-to-date early childhood content knowledge, we 

were also trained in the primary school curriculum areas of literacy, process writing, mathematics, 

science and technology, arts and other disciplines. I was able to gain experience teaching in 

primary schools as a casual teacher where I  implemented a play-based arts programme for the K-

2 children in the small local primary school.  

After twenty years in Sydney I returned to New Zealand with my family and for the next five years 

I taught at the Auckland College of Education Early Childhood Centre. During that time, I gained 

my Higher Diploma in the visual arts and the Level 2 certificate in Orff music education. At the 

same time, my children attended the children’s music and arts schools which were held on the 

campus. In 2006 I became a teacher educator (ECE) working at first within the private sector at 
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the International College of Linguistics (ICL) and then with Raffles College of Design and 

Commerce, delivering the Level 5 Certificate in Early Childhood Education. In 2011 I began 

teaching as a lecturer on the Bachelor of Education ECE degree programme with Manukau 

Institute of Technology (MIT), where I was appointed the role of Co-ordinator of the Expressive 

Arts and Languages. During this time, I developed the pilot study project which has inspired this 

thesis and culminated in my BEd (First Class Honours) from the University of Auckland. I have 

continued to work as both an early childhood teacher and teacher educator. I envisage that this 

research will inform my practice and enrich the courses I teach in the early childhood sector.  

Thesis Outline 

The thesis comprises ten chapters. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 examine the literature, theoretical 

framework and key concepts engaged with in the thesis, then follows the methodology (Chapter 

5). Chapters 6, 7 and 8 describe the data gathering, which reflects my analysis of children’s 

observations and focus group discussions. Chapter 9 is the discussion chapter, which draws 

together the evidence and the ideas which emerge respectively from these methods. Chapter 10, 

the conclusion, presents my summary recommendations and concerns about increased imperatives 

to formalise much of early childhood education and includes implications for sustainable contexts 

where experiences through play and the arts are able to occur.    

The following provides a brief outline of each chapter: 

Chapter 1 has provided an overview of the research, including the rationale and research focus, 

with a brief discussion of the method used and an introduction to the participants.  

Chapter 2 discusses historical perspectives on experience in education and traces the beginnings 

of early childhood education, including ECE in Aotearoa New Zealand from the 1890s to the mid 

twentieth century.   

Chapter 3 has a strong focus on play as a mode of experience which is essential to learning contexts 

for the arts in early childhood education.  

Chapter 4 provides the conceptual basis for the thesis, with a discussion around the concepts of 

transformative experience in and through the arts. Dewey and Eisner’s works are examined to 

emphasise contexts and processes that make transformative experience significant for children’s 

learning and development.   
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Both chapters 3 and 4 draw on a  range of theorists and philosophers and include more 

contemporary perspectives to explain the essence of transformative experiences within the arts.  

Chapter 5 discusses the research design and methodology, including a justification for the 

phenomenological approach taken. The act of researching requires a questioning and theorising of 

the way the participants experience their world of  arts in early childhood settings, or as van Manen 

(1990) puts it, how they become the world. The chapter describes the emergent research design, 

chronologically outlining data collection methods and data analysis. Ethical considerations of 

conducting this research are also explained.  

Chapter 6 presents the children’s data in the form of vignettes and a phenomenological analysis of 

my observations and discussions with children. This chapter is organised around the nature of a 

child’s transformative experience in the arts in early childhood contexts.  

Chapter 7 presents a discussion of the data and phenomenological analysis of the early childhood 

teacher focus groups. This chapter is framed by the secondary research question which aims to 

identify how a teacher might know that an art experience has been transformative. The findings 

from both focus groups are organised in Chapters 7 and 8 under the emergent themes as follows: 

affordances of experience; effective planning and approaches; pedagogy and philosophical 

underpinnings; and, the nature of transformative experiences. 

Chapter 8 comprises the data plus an interpretative phenomenological analysis of early childhood 

student teacher focus group responses. The research findings respond to the sub-question which 

inquires about the conditions which promote or inhibit transformative experience. 

Chapter 9 presents a discussion of the combined data revealed through this study. The chapter is 

organised as a discussion of the findings from Chapters 6, 7 and 8, combined with philosophical 

writings, in order to clearly define concepts of experience and transformative experience through 

the research questions. The key findings are interpreted to further explain the participants’ 

responses to the main research question. The discussion interrogates the conditions which promote 

or inhibit transformative experience in and through the arts in early childhood education by 

expanding on existing theories of experience and transformation.  
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Chapter 10 concludes this thesis by presenting a summary of the main points with implications for 

early childhood education, outlining prospective solutions and recommendations for future 

research opportunities.  
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Chapter 2: Historical Perspectives of Experience, the 

Arts and Early Childhood Education 

Introduction 

The nature of learning and teaching in early childhood is influenced by changing ideas of what 

childhood is like and how children learn and this chapter summarises these evolving perspectives 

over time. A humanist tradition contributed to education during the Enlightenment period, through 

a philosophy that regards the individual as the highest source of value. However, theories about 

experience and the arts predate humanism and can be traced back to ancient Greece (in the Western 

tradition) where the philosophies of Socrates (470–399 BCE), Plato (428–347 BCE) and Aristotle 

(384–322 BCE) each emphasised the development of mind and body.  

Experience in Philosophies of Education 

Philosophy is founded on the human need to make sense of the world and our place in it, 

challenging and exploring received doctrine, renouncing dogma and exposing inconsistencies 

(Thwaites, 2011). For Plato and Aristotle, the root of experience relates to empeiria, which is also 

the root for the word empiricism, that is, experience as a scientific method, or in Aristotelian terms, 

techné. For the classical Greeks, techné never signifies the act of making, and Heidegger (1889–

1976) set out to clarify the difference between knowing and making. In Being and Time 

(1927/1962) Heidegger extended their definition of the act of making to Alethia, a purely 

Aristotelian concept which signifies the bringing forth (out of concealment), represented by the 

way in which the clay, which the Greeks made their statues from, revealed the form within. He 

was meaning that the statues were brought out of concealment (from the earth; i.e., clay), which 

suggested conflict with the natural earth or transformation as a form of undergoing.  

In Western Europe, from the late seventeenth century into the 1830s, the Age of Enlightenment, 

or Age of Reason, brought with it a new emphasis. Bacon (1561-1626) had proposed that 

‘knowledge is power’ through domination of nature and the external world of bare matter. Men 

and women became sceptical of traditional sources and reason overtook religion, now seen as less 

important than the humanistic way of life which had been in place since the Renaissance. As a 

cultural movement, the Enlightenment called on people’s potential to understand the world and 

universe in order to ultimately transform society. Science had begun to make an impact, with new 
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inventions such as watches, thus allowing accurate time keeping, and the sextant, allowing 

accurate circumnavigation of the globe (Stimson, 1996). Scientific discoveries brought a belief in 

the ability of humans to reason and think for themselves, and this signaled the birth of the Modern 

period.  

In line with the earlier ideas of the Enlightenment, two philosophers who influenced the thinking 

of this time were British Empiricist John Locke (1632–1704) and Swiss philosopher, writer, social 

theorist and composer, Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712–1778). Locke was influenced by Bacon  and 

Descartes (1596-1650), but he was not committed to all of their ideas. He acknowledged that we 

have access to the world through the senses and then set out to systematically answer the question 

of knowledge. The traditional investigation of the nature of knowledge (epistemology) from Plato 

to the twentieth century concentrated on the question “What is it for someone to know that 

something is so?” For the rationalists, the fundamental principles upon which all knowledge is 

based are known and justified purely by the intellect. Locke and Hume (1711–1776) fell into the 

category of empiricism, a view which bases our knowledge, or the materials from which it is 

constructed, on experience through the traditional five senses; in other words, seeing beliefs as 

based on perception in the most direct way.  

Locke 

Although Descartes (1641/2002) considered that our mental faculties, such as perception and 

reason, are innate, Locke (1690/1964) stressed that knowledge is not only made out to us by our 

senses, but must also be acquired. Locke criticised and rejected the widely held view that our 

knowledge exists according to innate fundamental theoretical and practical principles (such as 

beauty). He considered that only through the application of our mental faculties (perception and 

reason) can we acquire knowledge itself. Locke’s (1690) An Essay Concerning Human 

Understanding proposed that knowledge might be defined as the perception, connection and 

agreement or disagreement of any of our ideas (Honderich, 2005). For both Descartes and Locke, 

ideas are time-bound states of mind, but they can often be warped by passion and perceptual bias, 

not to mention the vagaries of experience. Locke believed that with a little effort these ideas can 

be straightened, spruced up and then combined into methods, such as mathematics. Locke 

considered mathematics an important way of organising our ideas, but he made no reference to the 

arts as having the capability to do the same. 
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Locke (1690/1964) saw that experience shapes us and contended that knowledge is bound by our 

ideas and that all our ideas are derived from experience. Papineau (2004) interprets Locke’s 

position in this way: “Perception is where the world meets the mind and the whole rich content of 

our thinking is built up from simple elements received passively via perception and reflection” (p. 

83). Locke is famously known for his belief that the child’s mind at birth is ‘tabula rasa’ (a blank 

slate)—a key idea that has underpinned educational thought for centuries. Locke (1690/1964) 

invited supposition that the mind has “no ideas in it, like white paper with nothing written on it”, 

thus valuing the importance of experience: 

How then does it come to be written on? From where does it get that vast store which the 

busy and boundless imagination of man has painted in it—all the materials of reason and 

knowledge. To this I answer in one word, from Experience. Our understandings derive all 

the materials of thinking from observations that we make of external objects that can be 

perceived through the senses and of the internal operations of our minds, which we perceive 

by looking in at ourselves. These two are the foundations of knowledge, from which arise 

all the ideas we have or can naturally have. (Locke, 1690/1964, p. 18) 

Locke’s (1690/1964) view of experience appears to be through observation, perception and 

subsequent reflection to produce an idea, with little direct reference to practical experience except 

as sensation. His distinction identifies two sources of experience: external experience gained from 

the senses (sensation) and inner experience in which we perceive the operations of our own mind 

(reflection). In other words, the true source of all our ideas is experience, and once developed these 

ideas become complex combinations which produce knowledge. Locke explained how simple 

ideas arise spontaneously from sensation and inner reflection to enter our “Mind’s Presence-room” 

(1964, p. 101).  

Locke (1690/1964) held an image of a developing, virtuous child, shaped by the environment and 

open to all kinds of experiences. He saw that the child acquires ideas from perceptions of the 

external world and reflection on itself and its contents. “After very little time in the world, a child 

will have what Locke (1964) calls impressions, which are the simplest ideas produced by sensation 

and reflection” (Papineau, 2004, p. 83). Locke (1690/1964) claimed that children do not 

acknowledge abstract principles involving basic concepts until they have been taught. Two-year-

olds do not say “four right angles make a complete revolution”: 

Newborns, he points out, do not think in terms of any concepts at all—for they do not seem 

to think. As for the ideas of properties of objects, such as shape, weight and solidity, he 
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argues that what we sophisticated adults have in mind here are in fact complex 

combinations of ideas. The idea of a triangular shape, for example, is based partly on what 

various triangular objects look like when seen from various angles, partly on what they feel 

like, and partly on what it is to walk around triangular routes. It is only when a person can 

combine all of these images that they have the idea of a triangle. (Papineau, 2004, p. 82) 

An influential philosopher during the eighteenth century was Hume, a Scotsman and historian who 

did not agree with Locke’s (1690) premise (and by default, Descartes), feeling they were too 

rational. Hume could see that things such as our imaginations could disrupt the whole orderly 

process. He divided the mind into impressions and ideas, believing “impressions are our 

sensations, passions and emotions; ideas are the faint images of these in thought, reflection, and 

imagination” (Honderich, 2005, p. 404). For Hume, our simpler ideas form complex ideas, but 

simple ideas enter the mind in only one way, as copies of our impressions. Eventually, these 

various philosophies began to influence new learning approaches which highlighted the use of 

sight, touch and kinaesthetic modes, and recognised how children use their perceptions to form 

better understandings, for example the concept of a triangle. 

Rousseau and Early Childhood Education 

Rousseau is a key eighteenth-century philosophic figure of the Romantic period who postulated 

that we understand the world through our human point of view rather than through the things 

themselves. While walking in the woods of France, Rousseau discovered that experience equals a 

Self shared with all men and women the world over.  

It was a Self so rich and substantial, so filled with good feelings and half-articulated good 

thoughts, so expansive, natural, and at peace with the universe, that he recognised it 

immediately as something much more than his singular self. It was rather the Self as such, 

the soul of humanity. (as cited in Solomon, 1988, p. 1) 

Rousseau believed that our inner drives for self-analysis may arise as a sudden illumination, form 

of trance, or species of inner possession. For Rousseau, the intensity of our feelings determines the 

philosophical idiom, rather than the clarity of geometrical propositions. His famous  quote “I feel 

therefore I am” proposed that feeling speaks more forcibly than reason (Rousseau, 1762/1979). 

He believed that both the individual and relative were important, seeing how the environment 

could have a powerful influence on the success of educational encounters. 

Rousseau embraced romanticism and emphasised how children’s innocence made them different 

to adults and, therefore, vulnerable to the corrupt influences of society. His publication Emile, or 
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On Education (1762/1979) stressed that the child is not a miniature adult, but a creative being with 

its own needs and desires, highlighting the importance of following children’s natural inclinations. 

Rousseau’s insights helped reinforce the importance of children’s individual interests and their 

‘spontaneous’ development. He considered children part of Nature and saw how their innate 

capacities and dispositions existed prior to environmental influences or modifications, constraints 

and opinions of others. He proposed that our education arises through three sources: “Nature, Men, 

and Things”. For Rousseau, Nature represents our spontaneous development via our organs and 

capacities; Men implies the use to which we put this development (Nurture); and Things refer to 

our interaction with the environment or surrounding objects—or our individual experiences. 

Rousseau saw the importance of consistency between these three factors to promote one’s true 

potential but considered Nature the most important of the three, due to its freedom from influence 

and ability to regulate the other two factors.  

Rousseau’s emphasis on Nature came from his belief in God, whose powers were wholly good. 

He considered that men may interfere with the divine plan through attempts to “determine the uses 

to which the original activities shall be put” (as cited in Dewey, 1919/2009, p. 273). Rousseau 

considered human interference with Nature (God’s work) as the primary source of corruption in 

individuals. Rousseau’s proposal for new methods of education would enable the individual to 

“develop freely in a natural environment closely connected to our originally innocent human 

state”. Both Locke and Rousseau’s views of nature (environment) versus nurture (experiences) 

contribute to early childhood discourse today. Their underlying assumptions create a deep split 

between scientific, cultivated, rational ways of knowing the world and the intuitive, natural, 

emotional ways of knowing. As Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl (2000) note, “children and women are 

still assumed to be exemplars of intuition and passion, rather than science and reason” (p. 13). 

The Romantic poets and philosophers of the early nineteenth century articulated a view of 

children’s knowledge as poetic rather than scientific. Romantic philosophers Fitche, Hegel, 

Schiller and Schelling emphasised emotional self-awareness as a necessary pre-condition to 

improving society and bettering the human condition. Their ideas influenced a generation of 

Romantic writers: Goethe, Blake, Lord Byron, Coleridge, Keats, Shelley and Wordsworth. These 

writers were intuitive and felt that children’s experiences contained “a special kind of clarity and 

intensity, uncorrupted by adult conceptions” (Gopnik et al., 2000, p. 12). Wordsworth’s series of 

poems about early childhood, Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollections of Early 
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Childhood (1802), expressed the child’s divine vision and their philosophical perspective of the 

natural world. A range of artists and composers were also influenced by these idealistic 

perspectives, including Constable, Turner and Delacroix, and musicians such as Beethoven, 

Schubert, Berlioz, Chopin, Schumann, Liszt and Tchaikovsky. 

Rousseau, a professional musician and composer, made his living by teaching music to children. 

He designed a form of music notation based on numerals called cipher notation, representing the 

notes of the major scale as numerals 1 to 7 (number 1 refers to the keynote of the major scale). 

Chevé notation (or the Galin-Paris Chevé system) was evident in French schools (1819) and was 

also used in kindergarten songbooks, including Froebel’s (1898) book of songs for children. The 

Chevé notation system carried a major influence on music teaching in kindergartens and infant 

departments throughout Europe and it is still used in China today (Cox, 2006). Rousseau’s 

educational ideas also led to the creation of progressive and beautifully engraved drawing books 

designed to improve children’s drawing skills through nature drawing. Observation drawing was 

seen important, as related by Sutton (1967) to “enable the child to build a mental store of images” 

(as cited in Stankiewicz, 2007). People were encouraged to buy art materials and engage in the 

processes of line drawing, finished in watercolour, and to explore new sequential printmaking 

processes (Stankiewicz, 2007). Although Rousseau helped transfer attention from ‘knowledge’ to 

the ‘process of knowing’, bringing about a revolution in education, he was never able to put his 

theoretical arguments into practice.  

Pestalozzi’s Influence  

Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1827), Rousseau’s student, born in German-speaking 

Switzerland (Zurich), did put these ideas into practice when he later became an educator and 

educational reformer. During his childhood, Pestalozzi travelled with his maternal grandfather, a 

clergyman, to the schools and homes of parishioners (Rubi, n.d.). Through these visits, he learned 

of the poverty of country peasants and witnessed the vulnerability of children who worked long 

hours in factories. Pestalozzi’s early experiences helped shape his ideas and career, and his early 

impressions remained with him for the rest of his life. At age nineteen, Pestalozzi was influenced 

by Rousseau, who imparted to him fresh ideas of liberty and alternative views of education. 

Although Pestalozzi had originally trained to become a clergyman, his life experiences illuminated 
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that every aspect of the child’s life contributed to the formation of their personality, character and 

reason.  

Pestalozzi did not believe in schools for very young children, however his future educational ideas 

led him to engage in ‘fieldwork’ and he put his theories into practice by teaching the poor in 

schools he set up in Switzerland (Pinloche, 1901/2010). Pestalozzi’s educational institutions 

attracted the interest of European and American educators, because his methods were child-

centred, based on individual differences and the child’s self-activity. The importance of sense 

impressions and learning from nature were emphasised, with learning structured to move from 

concrete experiences to abstract concepts. Pestalozzi saw how education must be personal, needed 

to appeal to each learner’s intuition and contain relevance to their unique situation and needs.  

The child’s interest provided a basis for the how and why of teaching and learning, and Pestalozzi’s 

(1828) motto of Learning by head, hand and heart demonstrated in a practical way that education 

could even improve poverty through individual fulfilment. Pestalozzi also published drawing 

books, believing that children could begin by imitating the teacher’s straight line, to gradually 

developing outline drawings of common objects pictured in these books. His approach was more 

geometrical than Rousseau’s nature drawing and was based on his analysis of drawing as lines, 

angles and curves. In the first half of the nineteenth century, drawing became a vehicle for 

increasing the skills of writing and a means of developing hand-eye coordination (Eisner, 

1972/1997). However, “it was not until the early twentieth century that children’s own art and 

other creative works were valued and seen as worthy of respect and serious study” (Engel, 1995, 

p. 7).  

Most of the philosophies and theories of early childhood education arose from counter movements 

in education and thinkers who embraced romantic idealisations of childhood as an innocent and 

untainted period of life. Rousseau and Pestalozzi laid down these philosophical foundations, 

paving the way for an educational system based on a stimulating environment, free play and 

exploration for young children. These educational reformers denounced old practices that relied 

on rote learning, character education, training of mental discipline, and an academically oriented 

curriculum. Their ideas about the spontaneity of childhood, play and creativity contribute to an 

understanding of the role of environments and play in early childhood education today.  
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Froebel’s Kindergarten 

Pestalozzi laid the foundation for modern early childhood education by recognising that children 

have unique needs and capabilities. However, in 1837, Pestalozzi’s student, Friedrich Wilhelm 

Froebel (1782–1852), established a new form of early childhood education for three-four year-old 

children: the kindergarten. Froebel agreed with Pestalozzi’s attempts to reform old educational 

practices, and although there were differences in their philosophies and political orientations, both 

argued that the school curriculum was irrelevant for most young children. Froebel, a German 

educator, contributed his own ideas about the role of environments and play in early childhood 

education. The first kindergarten was based on his belief that children should be nurtured and 

nourished like plants in a garden. Although he had studied with Pestalozzi and was profoundly 

influenced by him, he was never in complete sympathy with Pestalozzi’s most fundamental ideas. 

Whereas Pestalozzi had emphasised the importance of sense impression and industrial training, to 

Froebel(1885),  self-expression in play and creative work was the keynote of education. In this 

sense he was in closer sympathy with Rousseau’s ‘return to nature’ than Pestalozzi’s ‘ABC of 

sense perception’ and training for the ‘immediate practical demands of industry’. Nevertheless, 

both believed that education should be more practical and experience-based.  

Froebel was to become one of the most influential educational reformers of the nineteenth 

century—later referred to as the ‘father of kindergarten’. The German term kindergarten means 

‘garden for the children’—a metaphor which likens the child to a plant and the teacher’s role (as 

gardener) is to tend and nurture the child’s growth and development. “Little children, ought not to 

be schooled and taught, they need merely be developed” (Froebel, 1885, p. 291). In Froebel’s 

kindergarten curriculum, music was a valuable means to connect with the child. Froebel designed 

action songs—such as Pat-a-Cake, The Nest, Naming the Fingers, Numbering the Fingers and The 

Church—reflecting his understanding that the child’s first tendency is to explore their world 

through their senses and bodies. Froebel’s songbook “The Songs and Music of Friedrich Froebel’s 

Mother Play (Mutter und Köse Lieder)” (1898), contains children’s songs, finger plays and singing 

games thought suitable for children’s ears and voices for use during play. These songs reflected 

the daily life of the German child as described in pictures, verse, games and music, and their origins 

can be recognised in today’s songs—for example, the German song My Pigeon House. Froebel 

saw how singing introduced “spirit into their play” and “linked language to the child’s objects of 

play through music” (Froebel, 1898, p. 181). Music was an avenue for children’s self-expression 
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and creativity with the practical application of melody and rhythm through experience. Froebel’s 

(1897) initial syllabus was quite structured; however, his later work moved to a position which 

saw play as a means of maintaining the wholeness of experience. Froebel saw children as strong 

and confident, and play was considered a unifying mechanism which helped them see things 

through to completion. He emphasised play as being harmonious to the child’s development and 

contributive to totality in the relations of life (Froebel, 1885).  

Froebel added style to early childhood education through theoretical inclinations, and his 

educational toys were called Gabe or Spielgabe in German —roughly translated in English as gifts. 

These toys were symbolic and metaphysical, motivated by his romantic wish for happiness in 

childhood. His textbook, Pedagogics of the Kindergarten (1897), concerns play and the playthings 

of the child, with experiences given to the child through the first five “gifts”. Each gift (the ball, 

the cube, the sphere, and the doll, cube and blocks with loose parts) contains a threefold aspect—

first as a form of life; second, as a form of beauty; and third, as a form of knowledge. 

Even the word ball, in our significant language is full of expression and meaning, pointing 

out that the ball is as it were, an image of the all (der B–all ist ein Bild des All); but the 

ball itself has such an extraordinary charm, such constant attraction for early childhood, 

as well as for later youth, that it is beyond comparison the first, as well as the most 

important plaything of childhood. (Froebel, 1897, p. 32) 

Occupations such as sewing, weaving and modelling with clay were designed to “extend and fix 

the impressions made by the gifts and provide the opportunity to control malleable materials” 

(Weber, 1984, p. 9). The third gift, a ‘cradle song’, explored melodic motifs within a scale and was 

notated with Rousseau’s previously described Chevé notation. The melody accompanied the 

child’s actions, singing “up, up, up” in rising tones and “down, down, down” in descending tones. 

It was suggested that “improvised melodies are designed to evoke a child’s response” (Froebel, 

1898, p. 126). Froebel’s five gifts honoured the child’s experience in unfragmented fashion, using 

movement, music and imaginative play.  

Both kindergarten and art education share common ground in their pedagogies, advocating for 

“unfolding, creativity and education of the senses” (Sienkiewicz, 1985, p. 133). Froebel’s 

kindergarten closely resembled an artist’s studio in comparison to the bare one-room schoolhouse. 

This studio environment was enriching and invited active participation by the child as doer and 

creator. Art-making plays a pivotal role in children’s negotiation of their position in society and 
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when adults began to carefully observe children’s use of media and materials they noticed that 

children actively shape views of themselves and co-construct knowledge together. However, arts 

experiences, such as dramatic play, dance, drawing, painting, clay or construction, were yet to be 

introduced into the early childhood curriculum (Sienkiewicz, 1985). 

Froebel’s concept of play may have been influenced by Schiller (1788–1805), German poet, 

philosopher, historian and playwright, who shared discussions on aesthetics with Goethe (1749–

1832). On the inside cover of “The Songs and Music of Friedrich Froebel’s Mother Play” (Froebel, 

1898), Schiller (1794/1985) states, “Deep meaning oft lies in childish play”. Both Schiller and 

Goethe were poets and playwrights comparable to Shakespeare in their own countries and 

considered equal in terms of their general literary importance and greatness. Schiller (1794/1985) 

expounded the idea that play and art are the most essential elements in the education of mankind. 

Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925) later taught and published Goethe’s work at the Goethe-Schiller 

Archive in Weimar (founded in 1889), the oldest and most traditional literary archive in Germany. 

New Discourses of Education 

By 1900, the philosophical innovations of Comenius, Pestalozzi, Rousseau, Goethe, Schiller and 

Froebel had given childhood a new focus for educational attention and it was recognised as a 

distinct stage in human development. The principles of these innovative educators emphasised the 

importance of the individual child inspired by freedom, self-expression and activity, and this 

became the discourse of progressive education. Children were valued as emotional (social) capital, 

which led to the introduction of educational initiatives (May, 2000). Montessori (1870–1952) in 

Italy and Steiner in Germany developed their pedagogies from these philosophies. These teachers 

believed that children were very self-motivated and suggested that where adults tended to be too 

dominant, children’s intrinsic motivation was often curbed (Santer, Griffiths, & Goodall, 2007). 

In Europe, new schools emerged, such as École des Roches (1899) in France, Escuela Moderna 

(1901) in Spain and Odenwaldschule (1904) and Steiner Waldorf (1907) in Germany, aligning 

themselves to the new credo of progressive education which emphasised education as experience, 

rather than book learning.  

By the early twentieth century the behaviourist movement had established  that ‘knowledge is 

received’. The theory of evolution forced a reassessment of idealistic beliefs which led to a 

reshaping of intellectual thought in the United States. The study of human growth began to take 
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on an objective, empirical form. Child study researchers, led by G. Stanley Hall (1846–1924), an 

American psychologist and educator at Clark University, began to collect data on children by direct 

observation (Weber, 1984). However, these theories largely relied on inferences, based on a view 

of children as either ‘blank slates’ or ‘driven by emotions’, including passion or hunger. The 

fashionable attitude in the United States held that experience did not exist, reducing it to nothing 

more than sets of behavioural dispositions. In the United States in the 1880s, the progressive 

education movement was a reaction to traditional forms of public schooling where children were 

expected to follow a predetermined curriculum and learn skills by rote memorisation, all under the 

teacher’s strict discipline (Feeney, Christensen, & Moravcik, 1987). The progressive movement 

lasted for sixty years, exemplifying a new way of thinking about how children should be taught, 

and emphasising the difference between experience and experiments, as reflected in the move to 

psychology in education. 

The Influence of Dewey and Piaget 

John Dewey (1859–1952) is the central theorist and philosopher who informs this thesis and whose 

philosophy has had a profound effect on arts education. His ideas are discussed in detail in Chapter 

3. In the early twentieth century, Dewey contributed to a reformation of education, emphasising 

the importance of first-hand experiences and freedom of the individual. The arts were endorsed 

for their close interconnections between thinking and feeling, as a vehicle for promoting self-

expression, imagination, creativity and knowledge of one’s affective and social life. Dewey 

advocated bringing the arts into everyday life, using a neo-Aristotelian approach to practical 

knowledge, which acknowledges ‘phronesis’ as the intelligent use of practical reason concerned 

with worldly action, or ‘praxis’. Dewey associated with the newly emerging Pragmatic philosophy, 

which “embraces the efficacy of practical application where that which works most effectively in 

practice provides a standard for the determination of truth” (Honderich, 2005, p. 747). The two 

original American pragmatists were Peirce (1839–1914) and James (1842–1910), although their 

approaches slightly differed. For Dewey, all reason is practical reason and as Aristotle (1987) 

proposed, ‘intentionality’ “distinguishes intelligent action from mere behaviour” (Thwaites, 2009, 

p. 3). Dewey contends that self-creation allows the individual to be-with-others-in-the-world with 

the aim of forming better communities and better communion. 

In 1894, through his position as Professor of Philosophy at the newly formed University of 

Chicago, Dewey had considerable contact with the kindergarten teachers college. The Laboratory 
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School, which he set up, became the centre of thought on progressive education.  Dewey’s 

pragmatist philosophy and social conception of education blended “philosophy with both 

psychology and educational theory” (Mooney, 2005, p. 2). By the early 1900s the kindergarten 

had undergone a revolution, “becoming a more Americanised version as based on the scientific 

ideas of Hall, Dewey and Thorndike” (Snyder, 2005, p. 27). The scientific study of psychology 

was shaping a view of what was needed in schools; however, “another perspective also influenced 

our vision of education” (Eisner, 1985, p. 13).  

In Europe, a modern revival of the Socratic dialogic method provided a more progressive view, 

with the idea that ‘knowledge is constructed’. This idea was promoted by Swiss biologist and 

naturalist Jean Piaget (1896–1980), who was appointed head of the J. J. Rousseau Institute in 1921 

by the University of Geneva. Piaget asked whether children saw the world the same way as an 

adult does and his studies showed that babies were searching for truth in the world around them. 

Piagets theory of education made links between biology and classical philosophical problems of 

knowledge. In the 1930s, with his wife Valentine Châtenay, he recorded the lives of his own 

children through baby diaries, which revealed “significant patterns in the apparently formless 

behaviour of very young babies and became brilliantly insightful theoretical apparatus” (Gopnik 

et al., 2000, p. 15). Piaget noted how children have powerful mechanisms which unfold 

sequentially through corrected errors and expanded ideas, such as object permanence. In Piaget’s 

view, young children’s thinking is just as complex and highly structured as that of adults. His 

concern with the internal thought processes of the learner also touched on the importance of play. 

Piaget (1976) stated, “to understand is to discover, or reconstruct by rediscovery, and such 

conditions must be complied with if in the future individuals are to be formed who are capable of 

production and creativity and not simply repetition” (p. 20).  From Piaget’s biological perspective, 

babies assimilate information, similar to digestion, and so learning and development became a 

second element in the new science of psychology. 

The Nursery School was begun in England in 1911 by sisters Margaret and Rachel McMillan, who 

hoped to tackle problems of poverty resulting from the Industrial Revolution. Recognising that 

many poor children were lacking both care and education in their most formative years, the sisters 

aimed to demonstrate their care and concern with nurture as well as learning. British educational 

psychologist Susan Isaacs (1885–1948), an advocate for the Nursery Schools in England, 

published studies on the intellectual and social development of children. She reviewed and 



21 

  

challenged Piaget’s stages of child development, considering that Freud’s theories which are 

connected to the Kleinian theory of unconscious phantasies, underlie and accompany every mental 

process (Klein, 1921). Isaacs (1968) saw how physical sensations interpret our relationships with 

objects, but her theory was criticised by those who contended that neither impulse, instinctual urge 

nor responses can be experienced as unconscious fantasy.  

New Play Pedagogies Underpin the Arts 

Dewey’s expression of the need for a theory of experience advocated for progressive over 

traditional education. Innovative ideas brought forth by the child study movement and pragmatism 

highlighted a need for curricula revision in kindergartens (Weber, 1984). The kindergarten play 

materials, such as “paper mats and sewing cards”, had been based on Idealist philosophies, and 

whilst most kindergartens firmly supported these materials for play and learning, challenging 

questions arose about the nature of play, their materials and contribution to children’s learning. An 

emphasis on the importance of creative expression led to an examination of “conflict between free 

versus directed play and logical versus psychological continuity” (Weber, 1984, p. 1).   

In 1905, at the 12th Annual convention of the International Kindergarten Union (IKU), a discussion 

about the types of play materials and their means of use provided suggestions for modification of 

kindergarten curricula. The kindergarten curriculum was redefined and the environment changed 

dramatically. “Toys were no longer being locked away in cupboards and doled out by the teacher” 

(Weber, 1984, p. 12). Dewey encouraged teachers to become very familiar with children’s 

everyday lives and consider these when planning their curriculum. Play materials were selected in 

response to the child’s nature and needs, rather than through an adult’s preconceived ideas and 

meanings. Relating play materials to the child’s background served children’s reconstruction of 

experience. Dewey proposed a “centre of interest based on the home to encourage children to 

reconstruct and relive home situations” (Weber, 1984, p. 13). Housekeeping equipment included 

brooms, irons, ironing boards, mops, dishes, towels, and occupations such as washing doll clothes, 

cleaning the floors, spreading crackers for lunch or making apple sauce became part of every 

classroom. These readily manipulated, purposeful toys could be used by all children (both boys 

and girls) to build a sense of responsibility and contribute to the community of the classroom. After 

careful observation of children it became apparent that their development proceeded from large 

muscles to fine motor skills. Large climbing equipment was added to the outdoor play area and 

larger wooden blocks were provided for children’s construction.   
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 Play areas were provided, such as “a sandbox where children could represent their own images, a 

work bench and tools for constructive activity, toy animals and wheel toys to contribute to active 

dramatic play, large easels for painting became available daily” (Weber, 1984, p. 12). Small 

manipulative materials such as pegboards, puzzles, beads for stringing and musical instruments 

were added to the choices the classroom offered. Freedom of choice and freedom of expression, 

exploration and representation became watchwords in these discussions. 

The Arts as a Vehicle for Self-Expression 

The dominant practice of arts teaching for the best part of the twentieth century, was “shaped by 

progressivism and modernism” (Abbs, 2003, p. 49). Experience was considered an asset, a starting 

point for knowledge construction and thinking, and was seen as valuable in daily life, for bringing 

into dialogue the individual, others and the environment. Within this powerful and animating 

paradigm, the teacher’s role was “essentially to release the child’s innate creativity through acts of 

self-expression and self-discovery” (Abbs, 2003, p. 49). A strong focus on child-centred learning 

was evident in the literature and approaches of this time. The progressive education movement 

advocated an open, negotiable and child-centred curriculum model which emphasised creative 

self-expression and attention to individual differences (Efland, 1990).  

The key art areas in the early childhood progressive era and beyond are; child art; music and 

movement, childrens music and child drama:  

 Child art  

By the turn of the twentieth century, avant garde artists such as Picasso, Klee, Miro, Gauguin and 

Matisse were exhibiting intense interest in the techniques and imagery of children’s visual art 

(Stockley, 1998). Their interest coincided with, and in turn influenced, an increased focus on 

children’s development in the visual arts and expressivity instigated by the child study movement, 

progressive education and psychoanalytic theory (Clark, 1996; Gardner, 1991). The child study 

movement advocated the idea that children learned differently from adults. Children’s drawings 

were analysed as to the ‘how’ and ‘why’ children drew. This resulted in a classification of 

children’s art development into stages, with visual art being seen as a developmental activity in 

the curriculum.   

Previously, children’s visual art had not been considered worthy of serious study and was mostly 

compared to how closely it resembled adult work (Engel, 1995, Viola, 1936/1960). Visual art was 
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viewed as a release of general creativity, rather than being valued as apprenticeship into artistic 

traditions. The art teacher’s aim was to develop people, because all resources reside in the natural 

self, not in the collective culture, nor specific artform the teacher was claiming to teach. 

Expressivity and human personality were central, with ‘real art’ and ‘real artists’ being seen as 

incidental. The intellectual inspiration for the aim of releasing general creativity came from 

psychology’s influence (Stankiewicz, 2007). Psychoanalytic theory stressed the importance of art 

as a mechanism for non-destructive release seen important for the healthy development of children, 

and this gave birth to the idea of ‘art as therapy’.  

 Music and movement  

Most societies provide children with traditional and familiar materials, such as rhymes and chants, 

which have been created by others who have gone before. These are often considered the best 

starting point for teaching music to young children (Orff & Keetman, 1950). Children learnt much 

about music in their home environment where enculturation enhanced their sensitivity to and 

familiarity with music of their time (Blacking 1973; Campbell, 2010). Family singing provided a 

context for young children to learn about music in an implicit way, by enjoying listening to music, 

singing, playing instruments and creating. During the twentieth century, formal instruction 

methods in schools provided limited opportunities for children to manipulate or direct their 

attention to the elements of music in their daily lives.  

The potential to express one’s musical interpretation and connect with one’s innate sense of rhythm 

was built on by Jean Jacques Dalcroze (1865–1950), Swiss composer, musician and music 

educator, born in Vienna, Austria. Dalcroze spent most of his life in Geneva, Switzerland. His 

mother, a music teacher, “studied and taught the philosophies and methods of Johann Pestalozzi” 

(Howe, 2014, p. 246). Dalcroze was familiar with the work of several contemporary 

educationalists, including Dewey, who “believed in ‘learning by doing’ and in action as part of a 

chain: intention → action → reflection → evaluation → new intention” (Wedin, 2015, p. 23). 

Dalcroze was also in contact with Piaget’s teacher, Claparéde (1873–1940), founder of the Institute 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau in Geneva, whom Dalcroze worked with to make his method complete.  

In 1892, Dalcroze developed a method of experiencing music through movement with his students 

at the Geneva Conservatory in Switzerland. Sound was translated into physical movements as a 

way of helping children to understand rhythm. In his system of Eurhythmics, Dalcroze capitalised 
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on the natural movements of the body, recognising the importance of activity, through doing words 

(verbs), skipping, walking, pushing, bending or spinning. This holistic approach embraced the 

intellect in terms of discovery, exploration, improvisation, creativity and thought. Affective terms 

included emotional delight in movement and the feeling of connection with others. 

Dalcroze established his own school in Hellerau in 1910, and many great exponents of modern 

dance spent time there, including dance artist and theorist Rudolf Laban (1879–1958) and Mary 

Wigman (1886–1973). In the 1920s, Dalcroze set up the London School of Dalcroze, influencing 

British educationalists and dance initiatives in the general role of movement (Pope, 2009). 

Rousseau had previously argued that “music and movement go hand in hand” and their close 

connection led to exciting and worthwhile results (Isenberg & Jalongo, 2010, p. 154). Teachers 

noted their children’s responses to music, often walking, running, marching, skipping and dancing 

as they would sing, speak and move in rhythm to music. They sought to preserve the original 

intensity of children’s reactions to sensuous qualities of experience—colours, surfaces, shapes and 

rhythms. As teachers became more comfortable with their capacity for expressive musical 

participation, they did not rely so much on prescribed methods such as resources or curricula for 

teaching about music rather than through music. ‘Music and movement’ became an established 

feature in kindergartens and primary school curriculum and was introduced into kindergarten 

teacher training. The BBC radio programmes for schools set up music and movement programmes 

which enabled enterprising teachers to work out their own variations and begin to experiment with 

innovative ideas (www.broadcastforschools.co.uk).  

 Creative dance 

In Europe at the turn of the twentieth century, music was attaining more significance through the 

influence of musicians and composers, and dancers were interested in studying the relationship 

between music and bodily movement. This led to an increased interest in the development of 

creative dance programmes in education that moved beyond dichotomies such as mind-body or 

science-art and helped “break down barriers between subject areas” (Schiller, 2003; Schiller & 

Meiners, 2012). 

Connections between creative dance and a child’s play movements were examined for their 

natural affinity to the movement expression of an idea (Russell, 1975). The spontaneous dancing 

that the child experienced, which arose from a developing relationship between art and play, 
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informed the music used in creative dance expression, in its form and compositional arrangement 

(Orff & Keetman, 1950). Improvisation and imagination was valued, and a place for dance 

programmes in education slowly became more widespread internationally.   

After the First World War, the Dalcroze system was replaced with Modern Educational Dance, 

bringing in freer and more creative aspects which stemmed from the work of Laban, who was 

primarily concerned with the ‘art of movement’. These European methods further enriched the 

climate for progressive education of women in New Zealand. 

Two leading proponents, both performers and choreographers, were Mary Wigman and Isadora 

Duncan (1878-1927). Mary Wigman, a German dancer and choreographer, was a noted pioneer 

of expressive dance who contributed to the innovative practices which emphasised natural 

expressiveness reliant on gesture. Isadora Duncan, an American and French dancer emphasised 

the need for free expression and natural form in dance. In The Art of The Dance (1928) she wrote 

the following: 

The body must be taught to express itself by means of the motions which are natural to it 

... I have no system; my only purpose and effort have been to lead the child each day to 

grow and move according to an inner impulse that is in accordance with nature.  

Creative dance was about ‘ideas not steps’ and ideas still form the basic principles of creative 

dance and movement today. Learning through experience was at the core of creative dance, 

enabling children to experience the principles of motion through use and to communicate dance 

in whatever way they wished. The teacher’s role was to draw out the child’s creation of 

movement and develop their skill in moving and responding to movement. Everyday movement 

was seen as essential to an inclusive dance programme, and this included frequent use of 

patterns, such as running, marching, skipping. A child could truly experience speed, by 

visualising being fast, through hearing speed and feeling their muscles move fast. “We have to 

have the experience of speed before we understand what speed really is” (Wilder, 2000, p. 42). 

Dance educators travelled to study the new methods of dance education in New York and 

London, then took them back to their home countries (Wilder, 2000). 

 Children’s music 

Teachers of music and dance in the United Kingdom, were slow to enter the progressive 

paradigm, and the 1963 Plowden Report noted music was not up to date with these child-centred 
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methods. Following World War II, in the European countries, music educators in Hungary 

(Kodály) and in Germany (Orff) began to have an influence on music education. Zoltán Kodály 

(1882–1967) loved his native Hungarian folk music and promoted the art of singing and choral 

singing, engaging with his country’s folk music, which was often constructed around the 

pentatonic (five-tone) scale. Carl Orff (1895–1982) and Gunild Keetman (1904–1990) designed 

their Orff Schulwerk approach to music education, seeking to actively provide ‘flight to the 

imagination’ through playful, inclusive, creative and artistic pedagogy. Carl Orff’s (1950) 

approach was inspired by Mary Wigman, a student of Dalcroze, who worked with Laban and in 

collaboration with Dorothee Günther.  

Participatory classroom music-making encompassed children’s social and emotional needs. Like 

Kodály’s approach, the pentatonic scale was central to the German approach of Carl Orff, 

alongside a strong emphasis on the sense of rhythm. These progressive moves in music 

education led from children being instructed to children being placed in situations where they 

could learn for themselves. Just as with the Dalcroze ‘music through movement’ method, such 

innovative approaches were included as part of kindergarten teachers training colleges in many 

countries. 

 Child drama   

In the early twentieth  century, the firmly established behaviourist approach was challenged by 

this expressive/developmental paradigm (Sansom, 2008). Groos (1898) had contended that 

humans as ‘doers’ and ‘creators’ have a prolonged period of childhood in order to play. Dramatic 

play was seen important to human growth and development, acknowledging that children 

develop understanding of their physical world by representing their experiences and feelings. 

The ‘doing’ provided learning through their senses and might include being innovative with 

materials or adding their own stories to their experience. Pretend play was evident in all 

children’s play and built on their love of drama. The ‘family play’ provided in kindergartens 

resembled everyday occupations in the home and familiar props were seen important to support 

these explorations. 

Slade, in his publication Child Drama (1954), recognised how children’s play could provide a 

basis for drama, showing insight into child-centred learning. Slade contended that early 

experiments by infants and toddlers (for example ‘peek-a-boo’ games) included anticipation: If I 
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do this (action), how will my caregiver respond? These forms of acting were invitations to 

perform and invite audience response through participation or encore. Toddlers’ natural ability to 

make selective observations of the world highlighted mimesis (imitation) and the varied forms of 

representation to reproduce experience. Acknowledgement of how young children play out the 

things they are learning in life highlighted the teacher’s role in planning play spaces, listening to 

children, documenting their activity and providing opportunities to engage in small groups. A 

notion of ‘teacher in role’ was also included through Dorothy Heathcote’s (1980) ‘mantle of the 

expert’ approach, which facilitated children’s problem-solving through drama.  

New Theories of Play and Development 

In the 1960s psychological theories began to influence early childhood education. The 

aforementioned Swiss psychologist, Piaget ascertained the importance of play for children’s 

cognitive development. He developed a staged theory of children’s development, distinguishing 

three levels of play. The sensori-motor stage (age 0-2 years) is where development is driven by 

the senses as children focus on gaining mastery of their own bodies and external objects. During 

this stage infants engage in ‘practice play’, where patterns of movement or sound are repeated 

(such as sucking, shaking, banging and babbling). Eventually, the infant will engage in ‘peek-a-

boo’ games, where objects are made to repeatedly disappear and reappear. As young children 

learn more about the properties of objects and how to manipulate them, their relationship with 

their environment becomes increasingly systematic. Symbolic play (2-7 years) takes place in the 

preoperational stage, where the child’s ability to master symbolic functions includes associating 

objects with words. A transition from their egocentric focus leads towards awareness that events 

have causes outside themselves. As children begin to engage in make-believe games, these are 

often characterised by objects being used for representational purposes. During these ages 

children’s thinking seems predominantly intuitive rather than logical. The most advanced stage, 

called “games with rules” (7-11 years), illustrates the use of constraints or boundaries as children 

become interested in games characterised by rules, structure and social interaction.  

Smilansky (1968) elaborated on Piaget’s classification scheme, suggesting four levels of play: 

functional, constructive, dramatic and games with rules. Following this developmental 

perspective, Parten (1932) classified play behaviour into six stages of social participation: 

solitary, spectator, parallel, associative, cooperative and games with rules (Pellegrini, 2011). 
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These were further developed into seven sequential stages, and researchers developed scales to 

assess the developmental progression of play. Most of these theories were constructivist, based 

on the premise that ‘knowledge is constructed’ and influenced by the environment. Some 

examples of specialised (arts, play and experience-based) curriculum approaches include Steiner, 

Montessori and, more recently, Loris Malaguzzi s Reggio Emilia approach. It is important to 

note that translations of these approaches into today’s ECE settings may no longer reflect the 

original intentions and philosophies of their progenitors. For example, in the 1990s, child 

development theories sought to conform to developmentally appropriate practice by aligning 

principles of child development and learning to inform teaching practice. These guidelines 

emphasised the teacher’s role rather than the child’s agency to control their own world as 

confident competent learners and communicators. 

Play is a meaningful experience which often has a special relation to the serious and it is vital to 

a child’s education in the early years. It is widely accepted that play stimulates the development 

of social and physical skills, emotional fulfilment and enthusiasm, creative communication and 

intellectual thinking, aesthetic and imaginative thinking, as well as encouraging language, rule 

setting, problem-solving skills and persistence (Gardner, 1991; Robinson, 1999). Free play is not 

constrained by time and takes place in the flow of the moment as children develop their ideas 

and imaginations, enabling fulfilling and transformative experiences to take place. Play is 

important to the notion of experience because it provides a platform from which players can 

build skilled performance. Play is not something that merely happens in early childhood and is 

then discarded; the skills of collaborating in imaginative actions which produce both creative and 

divergent thinking can become a grounding for informal learning and problem-solving in the 

future.  

Lifelong learning “includes a combination of formal, non-formal and informal learning. Children 

bring their own ‘funds of knowledge’ to the early childhood setting, as acquired from outside 

influences through informal practices. Informal learning occurs in the context of everyday life 

where parents and caregivers provide children with the guidance and support that promotes a 

child’s acquisition of situationally specific and culturally meaningful behaviour. Informal 

learning is a lifelong process through which we acquire knowledge and skills from our daily 

experiences, whether at work, play or engaged in other kinds of interactions. It may be the most 

difficult to quantify or prove, but it remains critical to an individual’s overall cognitive and social 
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development throughout the lifespan (OECD, “Recognition of Non-formal and Informal 

Learning – Home”). 

In considering a context for practical interactions, Dewey believes that persons must “have 

standing in a ‘community of practice’ to fully actualise their unique potential” (Good & 

Garrison, 2010, p. 63). Whether a group of pre-schoolers playing, secondary music students 

composing or learning a song by ear, or a group of diverse professionals solving a problem, each 

in their own way forms a community of practice. Early childhood should be the time and place 

for all children, including those who are experiencing vulnerability and disadvantage, to be 

protected within a safe, special place where they have the time and space to come to terms with 

the sociocultural and educational experiences of their societies (Mittler, 2000). 

The Kindergarten Movement in New Zealand from the 1870s 

The history of early childhood education in New Zealand has been to a degree contextualised by 

references to the influences and developments outlined in the previous section. New Zealand, as 

a colony, had strong historic, economic and political links with Britain. Educational thought and 

practice, therefore, often paralleled English developments. In the late nineteenth century, the 

provision of State Education in New Zealand developed from ideas about democratic and 

progressive education. The introduction of the 1877 Education Act had made schooling 

compulsory for children over the age of seven and this aroused public interest in educational 

issues and prevailing methods (Farquhar, 2008). As opinions against formal schooling 

strengthened, pedagogical debates over the nature of teaching young children influenced these 

early childhood ventures.  

Kindergartens were the first early childhood services in New Zealand and Europe and they were 

often driven by philanthropic, educational, feminist and social issues. In 1878, information about 

kindergartens had reached the New Zealand public via Britain and the United States. Lectures on 

Froebel’s kindergarten system and its applicability to the infant school were provided by the first 

principal of Christchurch Training College (Bushouse, 2008). From 1887 to 1888 in Auckland, 

the Women’s Christian Temperance Union set up the first kindergartens, out of their concern 

about “the streets swarming with children of two to five” (May, 2013). The difference between 

the infant school and Froebel’s kindergarten system lay in their “philosophy and pedagogy: in 
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the kindergarten, learning and teaching were considered a spiritual activity” (Prochner, 2009, p. 

105).  

The Progressive Movement and Early Childhood Education 

During the twentieth century an increase in the amount of research on children led many 

different fields to contribute to child psychology. New knowledge was obtained through 

observations, experiments, comparisons of environments, from adult’s memories, intelligence 

tests, questionnaires, interviews and case histories. The new concept of childhood which gained 

ground after the war was a reaction to the mechanistic, habit training practices advocated by 

experts from 1915 to 1940 (Bell, 1974). A newer ‘needs-oriented’ view aimed to increase 

understanding of the importance of the early years.  

During this time an important goal for New Zealand education reformists was the creation of an 

education system that aimed to reduce inequalities and enable social mobility. In the first twenty 

years of the century, between 1899 until 1919, George Hogben, Head of the Department of 

Education, helped bring New Zealand’s education system in line with the most advanced 

educational theory and practice of the time. Hogben emphasised ‘natural’ teaching methods 

which encouraged ‘learning by doing’ and he introduced practical work in the primary school 

curriculum, such as drawing and woodwork. By 1920 the government had decided “to reorganise 

and revitalise schooling through a radically reformed teacher education” (Carter, 1998, p. 1).  

James Shelley (1884–1961) from Victoria University in Manchester, was invited to New Zealand 

where he took the post of Inaugural Chair of Education at Canterbury College in Christchurch. 

Shelley was a protégé of J. J. Findlay, and his brilliant lecturing style attracted a band of student 

teachers who later remade New Zealand’s education system (Carter, 1998). Shelley considered 

the arts to be of vital importance to education and his competence in the visual arts (drawing, 

painting and construction, literature and drama) led to his position as lecturer with the Workers 

Education Association (WEA). Shelley’s vision of education came from Dewey’s School and 

Society (1899) and Percy Nunn’s Education: Its Data and First Principles (1920), both of which 

theorised play and experience. According to Renwick (1998), virtually all teachers who entered 

the teaching profession between 1920 and 1950 had read or been introduced to Dewey and Nunn.  

In 1921, Clarence Beeby (1902–1998) began his university studies as a student of Shelley, who 

had been recently appointed as Professor of Education. Beeby was influenced by Shelley’s view 
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of education as “a pervasive human experience which could provide opportunities for individuals 

to discover their talents and enrich their lives” (Renwick, 1998, p. 1). Beeby and other students 

learnt about the theoretical ideas behind new ‘activity’ methods from the progressive infant 

rooms in Britain. Children’s ‘activity’ was considered a means of learning, and through the 

notion of ‘free play’ it was deemed important that teachers use their children’s interest in 

activities to guide their work. 

Beeby had heard Piaget’s lectures while in London in 1926, and after reading his book he 

conducted research on kindergarten children (Beeby, 1992). In 1932, during the Depression, 

when public school entrance age was raised from five to six to reduce state expenditure, Beeby 

with his wife Beatrice, assistant and students, set up a morning playground for excluded five-

year-olds. They used a plot of land across the stream to set out and discover how five-year-olds 

would react to an open-air playground with no timetable or rules. Shelley had donated £5.00 to 

buy timber and build a bridge across the stream, giving access to swings in the public park 

opposite. They built a small hut from a packing case, adding furniture, various tools and 

equipment, which included storybooks, pencils, crayons and paper. The outdoor activities of 

small groups of children were recorded and compared to indoor activities. The twenty five-year-

olds came to the play site only when they wished to and adults only gave information or 

assistance when asked.  

Beeby was appointed Director of Education in 1939 and he contributed his views on the aims of 

education and the best means of achieving them. His close association with the Free 

Kindergarten Association enabled him to see how ‘activity’ methods begin before primary 

school. The first Labour Government, elected in 1935, was committed to educational reform, and 

New Zealand pioneered a reconstruction of public education with Peter Fraser (1884–1950) as 

Minister of Education in 1940. Play and experience underpinned the progressive education 

movement in Aotearoa New Zealand through new child-centred methods of teaching. Education 

Boards were required to manufacture ‘new entrant’ rooms, furniture, manipulative toys and 

materials, and new entrant teachers were expected to introduce ‘activity’ methods in larger 

classrooms. According to Richardson (1964), observation of children led to increased 

recognition of how their visual art “encompassed remarkable vitality, especially if they had not 

been introduced to techniques” (as cited in Ewing, 1970, p. 236). ‘Interpretative art’ was 

regarded as a valuable opportunity for expression beyond words, ideas and feelings, with “half 
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remembered emotional and intellectual experiences” seen important for children’s emotional 

development (Ewing, 1970, p. 236).  

During this time, kindergartens were the most common preschool institutions, catering for three- 

to five-year-old children through half-day sessions, with the aim of extending and enriching the 

preschool child’s experience. Kindergartens were seen to provide support for mothers in their 

parenting roles. Developmental psychologists advocated for full-time mothering, with mothers 

considered essential agents in socialising children, thus preparing them for their role in society. 

John Bowlby (1907–1990), British psychologist, proposed the theory of attachment (1953), 

which became dominant in education for at least the next thirty years. The Bailey Report (1947) 

further endorsed and promoted part-day preschool education for all three- and four-year-olds. 

The committee showed a distinct preference for kindergartens as the main type of service 

available for a half day to children three years old and above. They did not support all-day 

Nursery Schools, considering their “programme too long and that young children spending the 

whole of every day from Monday to Friday in a nursery school are deprived of the vital 

experiences that only a normal home can provide” (Report of the Consultative Committee on 

Preschool Educational Services, 1947, p. 11).  

In 1948, the Bailey Report recommended the State take over the operation of kindergartens, and 

partnerships between the government and Kindergarten Associations were formed in the main 

cities. The government agreed to fund kindergarten teacher training, although the various 

associations still had to provide the training. Kindergarten teaching was elevated to a more 

professional status and was no longer viewed as charity work. Over the next 40 years the demand 

for a place for three- to four-year-old children in kindergartens grew beyond known capacity, 

and with these long waitlists “a mother’s only option, aside from lobbying, was to set up a 

Playcentre” (Bushouse, 2008, p. 6). 

Playcentre (A Parent Cooperative) 

The idea that children learn through play in an integrated way became anchored in the 

democratic and humanistic traditions of progressive educators. Playcentre is a homegrown, 

‘parent-led’ early childhood service which developed the notion of ‘free play’ through emphasis 

on its psychological and emotional benefits (Manning, 2008). As a parent cooperative, 

Playcentre reflected Bowlby’s theories by valuing parents as first teachers and involving them 
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and their communities in the process of learning. The Playcentre Parent Co-operative (1945–85) 

developed systems for children’s education which highlighted ‘learning through play’ and 

formed an enduring thread in the history of New Zealand early childhood education (Stover, 

2011). ‘Free play’ was the important medium that allowed the young child to discover and learn, 

and ‘free play’ is still widely seen as the best way for children to learn in New Zealand early 

childhood settings. The idea of ‘free play’ is germane and very important to this thesis. 

In 1941, Beeby’s wife Beatrice, along with two of his teacher graduates, became concerned 

about the plight of mothers with young children whose husbands were away at war. Together 

they set up some small cooperative projects where women could take turns looking after groups 

of children and free each other for a few hours to go shopping or for recreation. This was the 

inception of the New Zealand Playcentre Movement, an organisation whose ideals aligned with 

the New Education Fellowship (NEF), a political and non-sectarian forum inspired by those 

theosophists anxious to prevent another world war. The aims of the NEF were not to advocate 

any particular method but to embrace the potential of education to achieve a wide range of goals. 

Playcentre reflected new ideas in education which focused on developing the whole child—

intellectually, emotionally and socially.  

The first Playcentres, in Karori and Kelburn, were an immediate success and the movement 

spread with astonishing speed. Beatrice Beeby gave training through the WEA lectures, and 

Gwen Somerset (1894-1988), in Wellington, organised wider schemes of training which boosted 

the movement throughout the country. Clarence Beeby eventually became Director of the New 

Zealand Free Kindergarten Union and, in 1946, the committee created the new post of 

Supervisor of Preschool Services. The newly appointed preschool officer, Moira Gallagher, 

along with Professor Colin Bailey (from Victoria University) requested Marie Bell bring play-

based methods back from London to New Zealand to be included in kindergarten teaching 

practice and later in the kindergarten teacher training colleges.  

In 1948, following World War II, the National Playcentre Federation was established, with its 

system becoming widespread throughout the country. Learning areas provided for distinct types 

of play—gross motor, structured, discovery, imaginative and quiet play (Somerset, 1968)—and 

these became a “tradition within New Zealand’s early childhood settings and are still thought of 

as the basis of a play-based programme” (Hill, 2005, p. 24). The adult was seen to set the stage, 
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facilitating children’s play by providing developmentally appropriate toys for children’s ages and 

interests, showing children how to use the toys and playing with them when invited. The 

teacher’s role was to increase the potential of the play by guiding the child through strategies 

such as prompting or taking an active interest. Teachers were encouraged to join in children’s 

make-believe play, assisting them to create and develop their own imaginative themes as 

children experience new ways of thinking and doing.  

We are unable to know how much attention adults paid to young children’s creative play in 

dance, drama, music and visual art in the earliest times as there was no acknowledgement that 

children reflect their experiences of the world through art making. Children’s education depends 

upon the view of childhood held by a society, whether medieval European, pre-European Māori 

or twenty-first-century New Zealand.  However, we can be certain that where adults engaged in 

painting, carving, dancing, playing music or acting as characters in a drama, their children would 

have watched their elders being creative, imitating them through their play and creating their 

own naïve versions.  

Summary 

This chapter has outlined historical developments in early childhood education up to the mid 

twentieth century, describing key themes which influence the conceptual framework of this 

thesis: the role of experience in the arts in early childhood education. The chapter has traced the 

concepts and variables which transferred into twentieth-century ideas about children’s learning. 

These ideas were influenced by the philosophers, theorists and educationalists who contributed 

to a view of experience as the starting point for knowledge construction in early childhood 

education.  

This chapter’s focus on the arts in education has provided a historical view of efforts made to 

reform traditional schools through various ideological positions that reflect their values. An array 

of important concepts relevant to the new arts curricula at this time and to early childhood 

highlight the notion of children learning by experiencing their environment, which became 

embedded in early childhood education. Dewey’s influence as the central theorist and 

philosopher indicates his profound effect on arts education by paying attention to the notion of 

experience.   
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Descriptions of New Zealand contexts for the kindergarten movement, the influences of 

progressive education on early childhood education and the Playcentre movement have been 

provided. In subsequent chapters, the relationships among these ideas and concepts are further 

reviewed through literature related to experience and the arts. The next chapter, Chapter 3, 

describes perspectives on play which inform early childhood pedagogy and curriculum. The 

concept of experience is examined, especially where it originates in play, both as a general term 

and as an outcome for today in Aotearoa New Zealand.  
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Man is most nearly himself when he achieves the seriousness of a child at play.  

 —Heraclitus (535 BC–475 BCE) 
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Chapter 3: Play, Experience and the Arts in Early 

Childhood Contexts  

Introduction  

This research examines the relationships between play, experience and the arts in early childhood 

education and is primarily focussed on Dewey’s ideas in Art and Experience (2005). The chapter 

is arranged into three main sections, commencing with a brief background of  play as contributed 

by the ideas of philosophers, theorists and educationalists whose views inform early childhood 

pedagogy and curriculum today. It examines the concept of experience where it originates in play, 

both as a general term and as an outcome for early childhood education. An emphasis on learning 

environments in early childhood education leads to a section about the arts, with an examination 

of Dewey’s notion of ‘art as experience’, which forms the basis of my research.  

Dewey’s premise that experience is the result of an “interaction between a live creature [the child] 

and some aspect of the world” in which they live, suggests experience is action based, or 

embodied—we might say lived, and it is transformational (Dewey, 2005). Accordingly, the  

chapter presents Dewey’s theory of transformation, identifying how active and passive elements 

combine during children’s undergoing of various arts media and materials leading to new 

perceptions and insights.  

Perspectives on Play 

Play is considered to express the natural spirit of childhood, from theories dating back to the time 

of Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle to the present. “These views, along with other 

perceptions, experiences and expectations connected with play have seeped into the way play is 

explained, making it complex, ambiguous and not easy to define” (Lindon, 2001). Play can range 

from relaxed, free-spirited and spontaneous through to planned and objective. It is often interpreted 

as frivolous; yet the player can be intently goal oriented and focused, such as when playing games 

(Huizinga, 1949). 

Throughout time, many thinkers have been fascinated by the way children play. During the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries prominent theories influenced perceptions of how and why 

children play. Some play theories incorporated the following: instinct theory (Rousseau, 1762; 
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Groos, 1898); surplus energy theory (Schiller, 1794; Spencer, 1855); recapitulation theory (Hall, 

1883) and recreation theory (Mitchell & Mason, 1948). Rousseau (in 1762) first proposed instinct 

theory, suggesting that play is inherent (innate) and that the child will engage in play behaviours 

and activities instinctively. Schiller (in 1794), and later Spencer (in 1855),  assumed that children 

build up an excess of energy to be dispelled through active play so that they can settle down and 

learn (Curtis, 1917). These two classic theories differ from modern theories which “not only 

explain play’s existence but help us to understand its function in children’s development” (Saracho 

& Spodek, 1995, p. 138).  

G. Stanley Hall (1883), leader of the child study movement, posited a recapitulation theory which 

attributed play as a universal parallel to the development of intellect and character in the animal 

kingdom. Hall saw play as an integral part of one’s soul, evident in children’s play but present 

from the beginning of life to manhood (Hall, 1883). In 1884, when Hall was appointed Professor 

of Psychology and Pedagogics, he translated an older psychology embedded in moral philosophy 

into a new psychology resting on science (White, 1992). Mitchell and Mason’s “Recreation 

Theory” (1948) focused on how play is used to recuperate from fatigue and restore energy.  

During my initial teacher training in the 1970s, play was still considered a cathartic activity, with 

destructive release seen as therapeutic, such as hammering wood, pounding clay, or destroying 

block structures (Somerset, 1968). Observations of children during play encouraged teachers to 

note and record examples of children’s socio-emotional development such as playing with others 

or expressing their feelings.  These conflicting theories of play encountered many problems due to 

their inadequate definitions, which mainly contended that play gave pleasure and was, therefore, 

not a serious activity.  

The polarisation of work and play has contributed to misunderstandings over the last two hundred 

years, including an idea that play and learning are segregated (Bruce, 1991; Ritchie, 1999). Dewey 

(2005) suggested that play and work are on a continuum where play is transformed into work, 

through the child’s ordering of activities and materials towards an end: 

Children are not conscious of any opposition between play and necessary work. The idea 

of contrast is a product of adult life in which some activities are recreative and amusing 

because of their contrast with work that is infected with laborious care. (2005, p. 291) 
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Dewey was familiar with Froebel’s kindergarten principles and in The School and Society 

(1899/2001) he explains the congruence of his own system with certain elements of Froebel’s 

educational principles: 

The primary root of all educative activity is in the instinctive, impulsive attitudes and 

activities of the child, and not in the presentation and application of external material, 

whether through the ideas of others or through the senses; and that accordingly, numberless 

spontaneous activities of children, plays, games, mimic efforts, even the apparently 

meaningless motions of infants - exhibitions previously ignored as trivial, futile … are 

capable of educational use; foundation-stones of educational method. (p. 117) 

 

Dewey emphasised the child’s impulse of action, rather than Froebel’s notion of unfolding. He set 

out to define play, and this is his proposal: 

Play remains as an attitude of freedom from subordination to an end imposed by external 

necessity, as opposed, that is, to labour; but it is transformed into work in that activity [and] 

is subordinated to production of an objective result. (1899/2001, p. 290) 

In Dewey’s work How We Think (1910/1997), playfulness was considered a “more important 

consideration than play. The former is an attitude of mind; the latter is a passing outward 

manifestation of this attitude” (p. 162). In The School and Society (1899/2001) Dewey contends: 

Play is not to be identified with anything which the child externally does. It rather 

designates his mental attitude in its entirety and in its unity. It is the free play, the interplay 

of all the child’s powers, thoughts, and physical movement, in embodying, in a satisfying 

form his own images and interests. (p. 73) 

In Democracy and Education (1919/2009) Dewey critiqued certain truths behind Rousseau’s three 

factors of educative development: Nature (native structure of bodily organs), Men (nurture or 

influence of other persons), and Experience (direct interaction with the environment). While 

Rousseau had seen education as a process of development in accordance with nature, for Dewey 

(1919/2009) all three factors must work together to proceed educatively. Dewey (1919/2009) saw 

how our native activities develop through use and considered that development can go on 

irrespective of the uses they are put to. He considered that the environment supplies not only the 

conditions, but the ends of a child’s development, suggesting that the social medium directs growth 

when primitive impulses are influenced by the objects, for which they are used. Dewey considered 

that “neglect, suppression, and premature forcing of some instincts at the expense of others, are 

responsible for many avoidable ills” (1919/2009, p. 120). 
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The importance of children’s interactions with materials in real ways was emphasised rather than 

going through exercises devoid of meaning. The value of free play in the child’s experience of the 

real world linked to self-expression, and Dewey also preferred cooperative play over individual 

tasks. According to Dewey, teachers should not leave children alone to follow their own 

spontaneous development, but should rather organise an optimal environment that would foster 

children’s learning through experience. He highlighted the importance of activity endorsing the 

importance of respect for physical mobility and embodied engagement. For Dewey, following 

nature means “regard for the actual part played by use of the bodily organs in explorations, in 

handling of materials, in plays and games” (1919/2009, p. 121).  

Dewey developed Rousseau’s idea of respect for individual differences among children, noting 

that the principle consideration of native powers emphasises how these powers differ in 

individuals.  He highlighted that the difference applies not only to their intensity, but even more 

to their quality and arrangement. In considering how our experiences flow into each other, Dewey 

saw that social interaction increased children’s understanding. He believed activities needed to 

provide continuity with previous experience to give meaning to what is learned. It was also seen 

as important that the environment provide continuity with the child’s home life. 

Dewey’s philosophy aligned with “scientific models of research sponsored by Stanley Hall, 

Edward Thorndike and Arnold Gessell, and the drive of reformist kindergarten practitioners such 

as Patty Hill Smith, along with new exponents of nursery schooling Caroline Pratt and Harriet 

Johnson”, according to Weber (as cited in May 2013, p. 243). In the United States, activity based 

learning was being applied to both kindergartens and infant schools (May, 2013). These new ideas 

and methods led to a reformulated kindergarten curriculum which was trialled in laboratory-style 

kindergartens as well as in nursery schools (May, 2013). In Europe, Maria Montessori had written 

The Absorbent Mind (1949/2011), describing how the child absorbs their environment; it is not 

just remembered, but the child is transformed by all that their eyes see and their ears hear. 

Montessori emphasised the relevance of sense development, saying that children ‘feel, then learn’, 

unlike the adult who admires their environment and can remember and think about it.  

This section has emphasised how theories of play have a broad and diverse intellectual history. 

John Dewey, whose works inform this thesis, showed his familiarity with the philosophical and 

theoretical canons surrounding child development. Throughout his career, Dewey saw play as 
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educative, part of a continuum which transformed into work. His definition of play surpassed 

Froebel’s concept of “unfolding” by emphasising the child’s impulse to action and freedom—this 

through the interplay of the child’s powers, thoughts and physical movements. Dewey stressed 

that play was valuable for its own sake and as an end in itself, a platform for the child’s unique 

development, emphasising their imagination and creativity, celebrating diversity within a self- 

generated context. Dewey emphasised the intrinsic attributes of play and experience, such as 

enjoyment and excitement and he advocated for a stronger emphasis on the environment. When 

continuity of a child’s home life and the importance of relationships with others was recognised, 

this paved the way for a strong appreciation of children’s experience and voices. New perspectives 

on childhood contributed by Dewey, Montessori, Steiner and others saw the environment as 

pivotal, thus reinforcing the potential of the arts as a natural vehicle for play and lived experiences. 

Experiencing the Environment through Play 

In the early twentieth century, Dewey (1938/1998) promoted a view of the environment as a source 

of real and educative experiences. The importance of environment lies in the belief that children 

can best create meaning and make their own sense of the world. The environment has the potential 

to sustain “complex, varied, and changing relationships between people, the world of experience, 

the many ways of expressing ideas” (Caldwell, 2002, p. 93). The physical environment enhances 

quality engagement for young children and should be aesthetically pleasing, with a rich array of 

materials to stimulate curiosity and exploration. Aesthetic qualities include thoughtful use of 

space, light and colour, with attention to sensory rich (visual, aural, tactile and olfactory) 

experiences, materials and equipment (Montessori, 1949/2011). A sensory approach to the 

curriculum adapts the environment to consider visual, auditory, olfactory, taste and tactile 

experiences, as advocated by Anita Olds (1987), an American designer and leading expert on 

effective and efficient designs for children's learning environments. 

Home-like furnishings and furniture are seen to contribute to children feeling at home in early 

childhood settings (Shepherd & Eaton, 1997). Careful arrangement of interest and/or learning 

areas that maintain children’s accessibility to resources are also important. Giacopini (1997) 

considers that a well-organised space is like having an extra teacher in the room. The physical 

environment is often referred to as the child’s ‘third teacher’. The environment gives children 

important messages and cues, “speaking to them about what they can do, how and where they can 

do it and how they can work together” (Pairman & Terreni, 2001, p. 1). A quality environment 
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responds to ‘the hundred languages of children’, identified by Malaguzzi (1998) as “a place for 

singing and understanding, a place to discover, to invent and to dream, a place for listening and 

marvelling” ( p. 2). Malaguzzi (1998) claimed that reality, when in children’s hands, reveals once 

again its infinite potential for transformation. 

The environment influences the quality of interactions between teachers, children and their 

families, and the emotional climate of an early childhood setting impacts on children’s sense of 

well-being, belonging and learning. Adults and teachers who work in the early childhood 

environment largely construct the language of the environment, so it is important that educators 

understand this language (Pairman & Terrini, 2001). Both indoor and outdoor environments 

provide children with open-ended opportunities for play, learning, problem-solving and 

developing social competence. The use of natural materials brings awe and wonder of the beauty 

of nature to children, fostering the foundations of respect and appreciation of the natural world 

(MoE, 1996). Many of the principles and philosophies of educational practice of today have their 

roots deep in the past. Froebel (1897) endorsed the notion of teachers investing themselves in and 

owning their environment and the things in it, suggesting that teachers bring to the classroom 

elements from nature for the children to handle. 

The Creative Arts in Early Childhood Education 

These particular ideas associated with environment and aesthetics are also suggestive of the 

significant role that the creative arts have to play in children’s learning. The arts (dance, drama, 

music and the visual arts) and aesthetic education are essential aspects of quality early childhood 

programmes, through which children learn to collaborate, empathise and explore possibilities. In 

early childhood education, the arts are often referred to as artistic practices of expression where 

childrens ideas and concepts can be expressed through a variety of media (Edwards, Gandini, & 

Forman, 1998; Pelo, 2007). Generally, a supportive and enriching arts-based environment is 

regarded as necessary to enable young children to explore, discover and construct their own 

knowledge. “A variety of materials and events foster playful attitudes and enhance optimum levels 

of mental and physical alertness, improving children’s perceptions of form and order” (Olds, 1987, 

p. 121). Time is also a key factor, and providing adequate time to enable a child to experience 

depth of engagement. The physical environment encourages children’s learning through play and 

freedom of movement to explore, alongside a consideration of space, time and materials. 
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A close look at what constitutes the best kinds of experiences for infants and young children leads 

us quickly to the creative and expressive arts, and this forms the basis of my research in Chapters 

6 to 8. The arts provide sensory experiences that enable young children to express themselves 

creatively through a range of artistic endeavours. From an infant’s first lullaby, or a toddler’s 

experimentation with finger-painting, to a four-year-old’s dramatisation of a favourite story, these 

experiences are formative. The creative arts motivate and engage children in learning and they are 

a most natural vehicle for play. In early childhood, play includes singing and exploring sounds, 

painting, drawing, construction and modelling, creative movement or dance and drama or fantasy 

play. These aspects of children’s play evolve into the disciplines of dance, drama, music and the 

visual arts.  

One of the significant aspects of this research is to find the ways in which the arts have the potential 

to be transformative, through their power to modify our habitual ways of perceiving thinking and 

feeling. A transformative arts experience leaves no doubt in the minds of both participants (children 

and teachers) that something significant has taken place. In early childhood programmes, the arts 

can vitalise everyday experience, providing aesthetic satisfaction and helping children make sense 

of their world experiences (Pritchard, 2013; Sansom, 2012). Dewey (1934/2005) explains why the 

arts leave an enduring impact on the lives of artists and audience alike and his pragmatic, aesthetic 

construct of transformative experience can be applied to everyday life and learning experiences.  

The emphasis in this thesis on children’s participation in the arts is derived from and inspired by 

Dewey’s (1934/2005) notion of the “live creature interacting with the environment” (pp. 1-19). 

The intelligent process of exchange between an organism and its surroundings is two-fold, where 

one experience sets the stage for the next. Through their engagement in the arts, children refine 

their senses, activate their imaginations and recognise that new concepts can be transformed into 

a public and stable form. The arts provide one of the most effective modes of communication that 

exist as they enable children to transform their private world into public (Eisner, 2002). Eisner 

considers experience “the medium of education which is best understood as the process of learning 

to create ourselves” (2002, p. 4). Engaging in the arts enables children to become architects of 

their own minds, shaping their own educational development (Steiner, 1923/1996).  

In early childhood settings which view curriculum as an experiential and dynamic relational 

process, children engage in activities where they can test their new knowledge through action, 
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challenge their ideas and reflect through discussion. Teachers use daily teachable moments to 

respond to the active learning processes of children and these opportunities influence and shape 

many different forms of intelligence. In Gardner’s (1999) theory of multiple intelligences, learning 

processes recognise that children think in different kinds of ways. The arts reflect a quality of 

thinking, which is manifest in their mode of expression. The arts are about perceptions, but the 

experience we go through in the process of art making is more than simply perception. The child 

must form a concept (visual, auditory, kinaesthetic or linguistic) of the object he or she perceives. 

Percepts become concepts, so that we conceptualise in new ways.  

The transformative experience changes our perception and is about seeing and realising something 

in a new way. In the arts, we might regard the children’s ideas (e.g. a musical idea) as a type of 

hypothesis. These ideas or hypotheses are tested by the “consequence which they produce when 

they are acted upon” (Dewey, 1910/1997, p. 110) and “intelligence and transformation demands 

keeping track of ideas, activities, and their observed consequences” (p. 87).  

Experience in the arts leads from perception to insight and this provides possibilities for 

transformation. If the child is to find a way to render his/her context and actions, both before and 

after the experience becomes coherent, then how these processes are understood plays a significant 

role. The self-reflection and re-cognition which the child applies to understanding these processes 

are significant. A transformative experience in the arts moves beyond an occurrence. Therefore, if 

a child comes home and says they “had a good day dancing today” or if they cannot remember 

what they did when their parents ask them, then they did not have an experience, but instead just 

some form of stimulus. 

Play and the Arts  

The word play has many different meanings and interpretations and strong connections between 

play and the arts might be explored through terms such as ‘a play of colours’, the ‘play of dance’ 

and of course, ‘playing music’ or ‘music is playing’. In language and literature, poetry and rhymes 

might be defined as ‘playing with words’, and in drama when characters enact situations and events 

this is often called ‘role-play’ or ‘putting on a play”. The connections between play and the arts 

are described by many early childhood arts specialists, such as Young (2009), Campbell & Scott-

Kassner (2006) and Wylie (2006), who highlight the importance of musical play, noticing young 

children’s singing and extended participation while playing musical instruments together. Sansom 
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(2009a) refers to the partnership between dance and play, and Kolbe (1993) considers the element 

of play evident in the visual arts as central to the children’s experiences with art media. Paley 

(2004) and Warren (1999) describe how early childhood educators use children’s existing 

experiences of fantasy play as a basis for drama which can deepen their learning.  

These many different facets of children’s self-invented play often provide the foundation for 

developing imagination and creativity. Young children express themselves creatively through 

imaginative play with whatever is at hand. The child brings their world into their interactions with 

everyday materials from the environment, such as twigs, leaves, clay and sound makers. In so 

doing they open out new possibilities for these objects. Children may use a stone for an egg, leaves 

for plates, acorns for fairy cups and these things become signs once they gain a representative 

capacity. When “children play horse, play store, play house or make calls, they are subordinating 

the physically present to the ideally signified” (Dewey, 1910/1997, p. 162). During their 

manipulation of these objects, children are living not with the physical things, but in the large 

world of meanings, natural and social, evoked by these things. When these objects stand for 

something else, play is transformed from physical exuberance into thought (Dewey, 1910/1997).  

All playful presentation is a representation for someone, and one might see the experience of 

making visual art look good or making the music sound good as a characteristic feature of art as 

play. Its artistic presentation means it exists, even if no one other than the player is there to look 

or listen. What is experienced and invites attention in the arts is that these modes of dance, drama, 

music or visual art enable a recognition of one’s self in the experience. It is the beginning of the 

development of an ‘aesthetic will’ and “part of the event of being that occurs in presentation and 

belongs essentially to play” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 115). The child’s dance, drama, music and 

visual art begins in experience and is transformed into a structure of some sort or other which 

constitutes the child’s aesthetic perception of the experience(s). From Dewey’s (1934/2005) 

perspective, 

The truth in the play theory of art is its emphasis upon the unconstrained character of 

aesthetic experience, not in its intimation of an objectively unregulated quality in activity. 

Its falsity lies in its failure to recognise that aesthetic experience involves a definite 

reconstruction of objective materials; a reconstruction that marks the arts of dance and song 

as well as shaping the arts. (p. 29) 
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Dewey’s philosophy places the arts at the core of the curriculum (McArdle & Wright, 2014; 

Schiller, 2000; Wright, 1991). In Art as Experience (1934/2005) Dewey describes art making (and 

thinking in symbols) as one of the most sophisticated modes of thought. With his notion of art as 

experience, Dewey defines the experiential qualities of art making as fundamental to its 

understanding, adding that “Art denotes the process of doing and making and becomes the means 

through which we search for and construct meaning” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 48).  

It is a common saying that art originated in play, which suggests that the “harmony of mental 

playfulness and seriousness describe the artistic ideal” (Dewey, 1910/1997, p. 220). “An artist too 

preoccupied with means and materials, may achieve wonderful technique, but not the artistic 

spirit par excellence” (Dewey, 1910/1997, p. 287). Heidegger (1927/1962) contended that “human 

play is determined by nature with artistic creation being an expression of a play drive” (p. 125). In 

line with Dewey’s (1910/1997) notion of play as an attitude of mind (impulse), as children observe 

closely and communicate their findings, the art experience deepens and expands their learning. 

Heidegger considered that how children interact in their ‘play-full’ engagement with expressive 

experiences will influence either what is revealed or remains concealed. Whatever is revealed is a 

creative preserving of truth, which Heidegger terms ‘unconcealment’, the revealing of what has 

previously been concealed. 

Dewey argues that presuming experience to be something private, merely subjective, or a mental 

state, as expressed in modern thought, is a distortion of the concept of experience. He sought to 

recover the meaning of experience as articulated by Hegel, but which can be traced back to 

Aristotle. Dewey contends that the reason for this distortion in modern philosophy was the 

obsession with epistemology and experience being seen as a cognitive act which leads (or does not 

lead) to knowledge. Experience has a temporal and spatial span which develops and expands. 

When we speak of an experienced doctor, early childhood educator, dancer or craftsperson, we do 

not mean something subjective or private; rather, we mean a practical know-how or practical 

wisdom, a cumulative learning process that is achieved by our interactions with the environment.  

Dewey and Experience 

The experiences we have in our daily lives are often treated as matter of fact, or quickly passed 

over and forgotten, maybe transferred into knowledge or consummation. In writing Education and 

Experience, in 1938, Dewey emphasised the need for a theory of experience. “While some 
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experiences may be educative, others can be mis-educative” (Dewey, 1938/1998, p. 13). Some 

experiences may be “lively, vivid and interesting” (p. 26), whereas others may be dull, boring or 

mere drudgery. “Again, some experiences can be connected, while others may be so disconnected 

from one another that, while each may be exciting they are not linked cumulatively” (1938/1998, 

p. 26).   

There is activity and passivity (undergoing, suffering, pathos) within experience. “The distinction 

of subject and object is a dynamic, changing, functional distinction that arises within experience. 

It is this, organic and fluid holistic conception of experience that was the source of Dewey’s early 

attraction to Hegel” (Bernstein, 2010, pp. 154–155). Meaning the subjective and objective are not 

a dichotomy. In his Pedagogical Creed (1897), Dewey focuses on the child’s strengths and 

interests, emphasising the importance of the child’s active involvement in their own learning.  If 

the child is thrown into a passive role of student simply absorbing information, it is a waste of their 

education (Dewey, 1897). In Dewey’s view, the child’s learning and development are the result of 

a natural process, which enables new information experienced by the child to be transformed into 

new forms, images and symbols that fit with their development and interests. Dewey warns that 

adults must not repress this process and that attempts to substitute the adult’s interest for the 

children’s interests could “weaken intellectual curiosity and alertness, suppress initiative, and 

deaden interest” (1897, p. 52). 

It would, therefore, seem to be more important than ever that connections are made between the 

early childhood curriculum and these philosophies and pedagogies of arts education. In today’s 

continually technologised world, with the development of digital media and the introduction of 

digital devices into the classroom, approaches that are body oriented, sensitive to aesthetic 

perception and individual expression are becoming difficult to find. Children’s early childhood 

experience is often segmented through a fixed daily schedule with little time or space for child 

choice. Education is seldom experienced as a continuous whole, which Dewey describes as “a plot 

with histories, which may develop as unique dramas over stretches of time, each with its own 

inception and movement towards its close” (2005, p. 37). Thus, fewer children get to experience 

the creation of a shared narrative over a period of days, to be remembered and perhaps recreated 

later.  
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Early childhood education is threatened by downward pressures from national curricula 

implemented by bureaucratic systems in many countries. Early childhood teachers often feel 

obligated to align their practices with the curriculum areas of compulsory schooling to implement 

narrow instructional goals and assessments which focus on what is to be assessed, rather than the 

potential breadth of children’s learning (Alcock & Haggerty, 2013; Custodero, 2008; Moss, 2008). 

The New Zealand early childhood curriculum, Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996 & 2017), 

refers to children’s learning through use of the phrase to experience an environment. Play is 

highlighted through the strand entitled Exploration, which states that children will experience an 

environment where “their play is valued as meaningful learning and the importance of spontaneous 

play is recognised” (p. 47). The notion that children learn through experience and play—by doing, 

by asking questions, interacting with others, setting up theories or ideas about how things work 

and trying them out, and through the purposeful use of resources—connects to active exploration 

of the environment. The implicit concept of ‘child as explorer’ aligns with and reflects the theories 

of Dewey and Piaget, by making links to the importance of learning through ‘experiencing the 

environment’. 

Dewey (1910/1997) acknowledged ‘experience’ as a starting point for knowledge construction. 

He believed experience to be the medium of education and, therefore, central to growth. The term 

‘experience’ might be regarded as the apprehension of an object, thought or emotion through the 

senses or mind. It can also be the active participation in events or activities, leading to the 

accumulation of knowledge or skill. In Greek etymology, lived experience has the root ex-peirao: 

prefix ex (εξ) = outside, and verb peirao (πειράω) = to go through, to cross over, or to make an 

attempt, as in the Greek sense of trial or ordeal (Liddell & Scott, 1940). The terms ex-perience, 

ex-ploration and ex-perimentation also contain the same root, and are acknowledged as learning in 

early childhood education.   

This research seeks to examine ‘experience’ as a phenomenon that changes how we think—the 

experience which transforms our perceptions and future actions. Dewey (1934/2005) refers to the 

interaction which occurs between the live creature and its environmental conditions—the elements 

of the self and the world which create tension and resistance. In Experience and Education 

(1938/1998) Dewey highlights two important principles in experiences as continuity and 

interaction whose “active union … provides a measure of the educative significance and value of 

an experience” (p. 46). Continuity is where different situations succeed one another, meaning that 
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“the past is carried into the present to expand and deepen the content of the latter” (p. 44). The 

second chief principle, interaction, also expresses its educational function and force. These two 

principles intercept and unite as “the longitudinal and lateral aspects of experience” (p. 44).  

Experiences are marked by phases, emphases, rhythms of encounter, perhaps a plot of our life, 

with personal histories “defined by episodes and situations” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 37). We may 

occasionally pause, but our transformation can proceed with a breathless flow, rather like a river 

which flows from one point to another until it merges with the waters of a lake or sea. Our 

experiences form a rhythmic movement through these transformations. Dewey saw thought and 

action as unified in experience, contending that while humans are immersed in the world, their 

thoughts are not separate, but products of their experiencing. Meaning is also given depth through 

incorporating past experiences. Dewey (1934/2005) concludes that reflection on experience is a 

continuous movement, or continuum, of subject matter, anticipation, accumulation and 

transformation. Our experiences contain the meanings we make of them: “No experience having 

a meaning is possible without having some element of thought” (Dewey, 1910/1997, p. 107). 

Aesthetic Engagement 

Dewey’s democratic ideals for education are reflected in his criticism of ‘works of art’ which have 

become glorified in museums and galleries. These can include dance, drama, music and visual art, 

which are rendered inaccessible when done by others and removed from community life. In 

considering the creative and expressive arts, Dewey, in Art as Experience (1934/2005), constantly 

reminds us that it is the continuity among the arts and continuity of aesthetic engagement and 

everyday lived experience that is important. Dewey emphasised connections between all the arts 

and experience, offering a new theory of art and aesthetics by seeing art as a real and living 

experience which occurs between the art object and the viewer or listener. The concept of a unity 

of knowledge dates back to ancient Greek philosophy when Plato (in his Politeia, 1999) concluded 

that subjects should be taught in a way that maintains ‘harmonic unity’ relevant to the relationship 

with each other and the essence of reality (Chrysostomou, 2005).   

Dewey (1934/2005) contends that “art is not the experience itself, but a quality that permeates an 

experience” (p. 339). He set the foundations for using aesthetic experience, claiming that the 

meeting of old assumptions with new and alternative ones emerges through our contact with the 

arts, and results in a “reconstruction of the past and challenge for thought” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 



50 

  

284). His open-mindedness can be applied to arts education by making various forms of art 

relevant for all participants, instead of being relegated to specific contexts. Dewey’s writings were 

also inspired by artists who were influential in experience and expression, including Matisse, 

Cézanne, Goya, Rembrandt, Renoir, Van Gogh, Keats, Shakespeare and Klee. 

Dewey considers it important that children are engaged in creating or making their own artworks 

and he sees the process as more important than the product. The relationship between product and 

perceiver can also be independent of the process of making. The duality of the perspectives of 

artist and product highlights that the actual work of art is what the product does with and in 

experience. The importance of the ‘child as an artist’ emphasises their engagement with the 

product directly as a maker of art, within the process of making an art object, and as an active 

perceiver of art (Dewey, 1934/2005). This view of child as artist is instrumental to the process 

perspective and highlights both experience and reflection in practice. Dewey also sees the teacher 

as artist and creator, rather than merely the conduit for someone else’s prescription. He informs us 

that “when education is based upon experience, and the educative experience is a social process, 

the situation changes radically and the teacher loses the position of external boss or dictator, but 

takes on that of leader of group activities” (1910/1997, p. 66).  

“We live in the world and our practical relation to space requires an explanation of the self and 

practical understanding” (Thwaites, 2008, p. 89). Our engagement with artistic practices and how 

we sense the real world around us gives us a sense of being, reminding us that we are living 

creatures interacting with the natural and physical world. In the Reggio Emilia early childhood 

education context, aesthetics is considered integral to the educational experience, as the child’s 

way of making meaning and expressing how and what they know (Vecchi, 2014). The aesthetic 

can be designated as a ‘mode of thought’ which is integral to the pedagogical or educational 

experience, rather than being seen as a science or discipline that deals with art. An aesthetically 

grounded curriculum provokes “a move away from hierarchical organisation of genres and 

disciplines to equality of subjects and ways of thinking, acting, knowing and understanding” 

(Thwaites & Pritchard, 2015, p. 61).  

Most early childhood educators recognise the importance of an aesthetic element in children’s 

work and want to bring an artistic quality to their teaching (Feeney et al., 1987). Steiner 

(1923/1996) describes how each experience—with stories, poems, painting, music and 
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movement—should be presented in “an artistic way that speaks to and nourishes the child’s own 

imagination” (p. 17). Dewey (1934/2005) promoted the arts as the primary model for all knowing 

and the importance of conceiving of ‘education as an art’. The educator must provide the 

environment for experiences to happen, and this brings us back to the idea that “a coherent theory 

of experience, affording positive direction to selection and organisation of appropriate educational 

methods and materials, is required” (Dewey, 1938/1998, p. 21). 

In recent times, Eisner’s (1985) influence on contemporary arts pedagogy stressed the importance 

of an artistic, imaginative approach to education. The view that teaching is an art, and the true 

teacher an artist, invites the teacher’s own claim to rank as an artist, measurable by their ability to 

foster the attitude of the artist in the young children they teach. In the case of the early childhood 

teacher of the arts, their perception should be focused between what is done and what is undergone 

and this requires intelligence grounded in experience. The teacher as artist is controlled by the 

process of their work, by the connection between the arts experiences they have given the children 

and what they should do next. The teacher as artist must see each connection of doing and 

undergoing in relation to the whole that they desire the children to experience. They must think in 

terms of poetic qualities rather than symbols and words. When the children’s experiences are 

expressed through their dance, drama, music and the visual arts, the residue of the moments lived 

in the experience(s), according to Gadamer (1960/2004), reach their full immediacy.  

As alluded to previously and in line with the rationale for this study, early childhood education in 

today’s environments is at risk of narrowing young children’s experiences.  Family and community 

contexts once were places where experience translated and contributed to the affective side of life. 

In considering communal and cultural valuing of the arts, Dewey (1934/2005) points out that in 

the past these had a valid and significant place in the community, but once they take on a value, 

whether market, assessment or instrumental, they function in isolation, serving only as “insignia 

of taste and certificates of special culture” (p. 8). In Chapter 6, I describe the advantages of a 

culture which still values the importance of its dance, music and art as part of a complete human 

being’s ability to participate in their communities—in this particular case, Pasifika communities.  

Summary 

This chapter has focused on the concept of experience and especially as it might be described in 

early childhood education.  An examination of how experience originates in play, both as a general 
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term and as an outcome for early childhood education, reflects the insights of prominent 

philosophers and educationalists. Philosophical links are made between lived experience, play and 

the arts, and Te Whāriki, which refers to children being able to experience an environment.  

In this chapter I have suggested that important experiences for the child often begin with play, and 

clearly everything depends on the quality of the experience which is had. But it is the effect of the 

experience that becomes a problem for the educator and this is the key focus of my research. 

Experience does not simply happen. Experience involves active and passive elements, and as 

Dewey comments, it is the result of “interaction between a live creature [the child] and some aspect 

of the world” in which they live. Action of some sort must be involved; for example, children’s 

undergoing of various materials and materials which change as a result. Experience emerges 

through their doing (action) and their undergoing (consequence) when materials are joined by new 

perceptions. As Dewey (1934/2005) suggests, experience is action based or embodied—we might 

say lived, and is one of transformation, and to perceive, one must create one’s own experience.  

This chapter has placed a focus on lived experience and the arts, especially in early childhood 

education where the arts are seen to have a powerful impact on children’s learning and individual 

identity. The next chapter will expand on key concepts uncovered in this chapter, making links to 

Dewey’s theory of aesthetic engagement through the following concepts: impulse, play and 

imagination; active (doing) and passive (undergoing); heightened sensory perception and aesthetic 

engagement, creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making; affect (emotion, efficacy and 

flow); transformation and knowledge construction through erlebnis and erfahrung. 

 

 

 

  



53 

  

 

There are conditions without which an experience cannot come to be. Every experience is 

the result of interaction between a live creature and some aspect of the world…The 

process continues until a mutual adaptation of the self and the object emerges and that 

experience comes to a close. (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 43) 
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Chapter 4: Aesthetic Engagement and Transformation 

Introduction 

The central tenet of this thesis is to theorise, enact and interpret transformative experiences in early 

childhood education, with the aim of getting to the essence of ideas and actions that present 

themselves in the lived experiences of the participants. This chapter examines the arts and aesthetic 

transformative experience as informed by the works of Dewey, Eisner and Gadamer in order to 

help define significant contexts and processes. Dewey emphasises that works of art have “aesthetic 

standing only as the work becomes an experience for a human being” (1934/2005, p. 2). Dewey’s 

notion of transformative experience theorises active and passive elements, aesthetic undergoing, 

engagement and reflection. In this chapter consideration of Gadamer’s perspective of a 

transformative experience proposes that children’s recognition of the essence of an aesthetic (or 

artistic) event becomes a new experience.   

Building on Dewey’s work, Eisner, in The Arts and the Creation of the Mind (2002), explains that 

“experiencing the environment is a process that continues throughout life, enabling us to learn to 

create ourselves” (p. 1). Eisner posits that “the limits of our cognition are not defined by the limits 

of our language” (2002, p. 7). He believes that the arts play a pivotal role in this, believing that a 

curriculum that includes dance, drama, music and visual art is essential to developing critical 

thinking skills in children. Eisner (2002) highlights the benefit of the arts in education and 

examines how they contribute to the growth of the mind: 

The arts have distinctive contributions to make. I count among them the development of 

thinking skills in the context of an art form. The expression and communication of 

distinctive forms of meaning that only artistic form can convey, and the ability to undergo 

forms of experience that are at once moving and touching, experiences of a consummatory 

nature, experiences that are treasured for their intrinsic value. These are experiences that 

can be secured when one attends to the world with an aesthetic frame of reference and 

interacts with forms that make such experience possible. (p. xii) 

This chapter provides a search for commonly recurring themes that emerge from an examination 

of the literature and through my own practice. These themes are used to define transformative 

experience: play, impulse and imagination; active/doing and passive/undergoing; heightened 

sensory perception and aesthetic engagement; emotion, efficacy and flow; creative impulses, 
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improvisation and meaning making; transformation, Erlebnis and Erfahrung and transformation 

through experience. 

Impulse, Play and Imagination 

 Impulse 

Dewey contended that “the starting point of all educative relationships is in the impulse of the child 

to action, their desire to respond to the surrounding stimuli and seek its expression in concrete 

form” (Mayhew & Edwards, 1965, p. 22). The child’s interest (impulse) was considered an alluring 

way of learning, which made their minds receptive to facts and the best ways of doing. Dewey 

roughly described and classified children’s native impulses under four titles: social, investigative, 

constructive and expressive (Mayhew & Edwards, 1965, p. 40).  The ‘social’ impulse Dewey sees 

in children’s desire to share their world experiences with family and others while centering on 

their own immediate environment. Language was considered the simplest form of social 

expression of a child, viewed by Dewey as perhaps the greatest of all educational resources. This 

impulse was considered “the tap-root of intellectual life”, manifest through all possible ways of 

expression and communication (Mayhew & Edwards, 1965, p. 40). The ‘constructive’ impulse, 

the urge to ‘do or make’, “finds expression first in play, through rhythmic movement, in gesture, 

and make-believe and becomes more definite over time, seeking outlet in shaping raw materials 

into tangible form and permanent embodiment” (1965, p. 40). The impulse to ‘investigate and 

experiment’ was viewed as a combination of constructive and conversational impulses. Children 

could do things just to see what would happen; there was no distinction, therefore, between 

experimental science and carpentry. The final impulse, the ‘expressive’ impulse, is manifest in the 

child’s desire to use the arts (modelling, painting, drawing, etc.), and Dewey suggested that this 

impulse originated from both the ‘social’ and ‘constructive’ impulses, being a refinement of these. 

Dewey considered how these four native impulses—social, investigative, constructive and 

expressive—could make a useful contribution to understanding children’s play and how the child’s 

estimate of their own power could achieve consummate value through stimulation and their 

realisation to better their own efforts. These four impulses were embedded into the kindergarten 

teacher training courses and later transferred into the curriculum. Dewey saw how these ways of 

acting were habitual, resulting in developed experience for the child and group, as they were 

continually refined and enriched daily. Dewey, highlights the importance of utilising the child’s 

individual tendencies aligned with their original impulse to express themselves. He saw how their 
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“growing power and skill could help them contribute to the life of the group with increased 

effectiveness” (Mayhew & Edwards, 1965, p. 32). Dewey proposed that children need freedom of 

social interaction to encourage cooperation and a sense of social responsibility.  

 Play  

Hans George Gadamer (1900–2002), who studied with Heidegger, contends that “there has always 

been a tendency to link the experience of art with the concept of play” (Gadamer, 1987, p. 127). 

Gadamer (1960/2004) considered play has a significant role in aesthetics; for example, “we speak 

of play in the experience of art” (p. 109). Art as play “does not make a comparison with reality … 

the pleasure it elicits is the joy of knowledge” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 112). As the play develops, 

its players try to remain true to what they are expressing and this becomes the truth of art, but it 

all starts with play. Gadamer (1960/2004) contends this means it is  “neither the orientation, nor 

even the state of mind of the creator or of those enjoying the work of art, nor the freedom of a 

subjectivity engaged in play, but the mode of being of the work itself” (p. 102). Likewise, in early 

childhood experiences, it is the mode through which these experiences are enacted that is more 

transforming than the contexts the experience represents.  

Gadamer (1960/2004) considers that “play has a special relation to the serious … which gives the 

experience its purpose, while at the same time being recreational” (p. 102). “Seriousness is not 

something that takes the fun out of things or calls us away from the recreational; seriousness is 

necessary to make the play wholly play” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 103). Play contributes to the 

development of social behaviours and an awareness of social control. The children know what play 

is, but they expect other children engaged in the ‘play-full-ness’ of the experience to take it 

seriously and play the game. Gadamer (1960/2004) contends that “play has its own essence, 

independent from who is playing and it carries with it a kind of spirit or spirituality” (p. 103). Play 

is essentially a movement back and forth, to and fro, and it takes place in time and space.  Gadamer 

(1960/2004) notes that “children lose themselves in play and play fulfils its purpose if the child 

loses themselves in play” (p. 102). Players seek out and enjoy appropriately stimulating or 

challenging situations, and, for Csikszentmihalyi (2004), this leads to optimal experience or flow, 

a pleasurable state when children demonstrate feelings of concentration and deep enjoyment. 

Gadamer’s concept of play as self-realisation, self-actualisation, fulfilment and energy of purpose 

affirms imitation and representation as forms of recognition—the essence of the imagined context 
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(mimesis). Gadamer (1960/2004) proposes that imitation and representation are not just a second 

version, a copy, but recognition of the essence. Children’s experiences often begin as imitation, 

but when these become transformed into art, or new knowledge, we recognise something within it 

and recognise something within ourselves. This is because the arts are not merely repetition, but 

an installation, and the onlooker is engaged with them (Gadamer, 1960/2004). Mimesis, for 

Gadamer, is a system of recognising the truth of ideas through art, as sensed within the onlooker. 

In this research I set out to recognise the truth in the children’s expressions of ideas through the 

arts, as aligned with Gadamer (1960/2004). My investigations reveal how play helps children to 

recognise the potential of situations and materials in a context and to realise their potential as 

individuals. 

 Imagination 

Children’s play invites them to unselfishly use their imagination and they move beyond the here 

and now as part of their contact with the world. Imagination evokes invitation to the world of 

“suppose, if and maybe” as children use their own imaginative world of personal symbols. Later 

they will be able to share these symbols with others and be understood through verbal language 

and storytelling. To imagine is to possess power—to transform, or change the given—as the 

following personal example demonstrates: 

While at the beach, a two-and-a-half-year-old child was fascinated by the gliding and 

soaring of the seagulls calling out from above him. He found one of their large feathers 

lying in the sand and picked it up in his hand. Then, with both arms outstretched, he started 

to run along the beach as if pretending to fly. This pre-verbal child could communicate his 

thoughts and interests through pretend play, capturing the essence of the bird’s flight.  

The child’s imagination provides a place of personal insights, coupled with humour, and the 

emergence of new connections. Imagination permeates Dewey’s philosophical examination of 

experience and this has implications for education. In Dewey’s first book, Psychology 

(1887/1967), he declares that creative imagination, not reason, is the most important capacity for 

understanding the world. Dewey illustrates how the imagination creates artistic objects that 

embody feeling and evoke it in others: “The function of the creative imagination everywhere is to 

seize upon the permanent meanings of facts, and embody them in such congruous, sensuous forms 

as shall enkindle feeling” (Dewey, 1887/1967, pp. 172–173). 
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The world of make-believe invites children into the fullness of experiencing. However, because 

the imagination is intangible it is often seen as difficult to encourage and nourish. There must be 

conditions inviting its use and opportunities wherein the child may suspend the old and familiar 

for what has never been before. Imagination is a qualitative force that moves experience and keeps 

habit vitally flexible. Imagination is how past and present become meaningfully connected and the 

unknown future becomes related to the here and now. Imagination is the “qualitative element that 

makes possible the transformation and reconstruction of experience” (Cuffaro, 1995, p. 95). 

Dewey ties together imagination and feeling, linking them to the exercise of human freedom: 

“Imagination, in short, takes its rise in feeling, and is directed by feeling much more explicitly than 

either perception or memory. Imagination represents the subjective side of self, acting in its 

freedom” (1887/1967, p. 173). Dewey points out that Aristotle (1987) declared poetry truer than 

history, because history “only tells us that certain things happened; poetry presents to us the 

permanent passions, aspirations, and deeds of men which are behind all history, and which make 

it” (p. 172). Dewey posits that the joy art produces justifies it; “Imagination has no external end, 

but its end is the free play of the various activities of the self, to satisfy its interests” (p. 173).  

Active (Doing) Passive (Undergoing) 

In Dewey’s view, we are never separate from the world. The word experience should call attention 

to the fact that “Existence has organism and environment as its aspects and cannot be identified 

with either as an independent isolate” (Dewey & Bentley, 1949, p. 294). The structure of an 

experience can be understood by noting that it includes both an active and a passive element which 

combine in a distinct way (Dewey, 1919/2009). On the active side, experience is doing; on the 

passive side, it is undergoing (Dewey, 1919/2009). Dewey contends that “when we experience 

something we act upon it, we do something with it and then it does something to us in return” 

(1919/2009, p. 139). For example, if the child is active and the environment is passive, their 

undergoing must lead to a consequence to be an experience or it would not be one. Dewey 

emphasised the importance of giving children something to do, not something to learn; and the 

‘doing’ demands thinking wherein learning naturally results.  

Doing is about experimenting with the world, to find out what it is like and it enables us to have 

an impact on the world. The meaning of doing is made explicit in the term ex-periment. Experiment 

derives from the same root as experience, and “experimentation opens up worlds, creating new 
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avenues for thinking and doing” (Kind, 2014, p. 870). Experimentation enables us to discover how 

something works through the relationship between the child, materials and objects used in the arts. 

Experience is actively extended through the child’s encounters with materials in their environment. 

These materials speak, gesture and draw children into engagement, thus determining their doing 

something. The emphasis is on children’s developing understanding rather than skill-based 

learning with multiple media. These materials and objects such as the stories, music, paint, drawing 

tools, paper, clay and blocks “beckon children, extending invitations to investigate, invent, create 

and experiment” (Kind, 2014, p. 865). Through processes such as painting with a brush or drawing 

with crayons and exploring sounds, meeting places are created which enable children to discover 

the affordances of materials. Children have opportunities to examine and re-examine, present and 

represent their experiences. The child then undergoes their properties.  

“Experience does not simply go on inside a person ... every genuine experience has an active side, 

which changes in some degree the objective conditions under which the experiences are had” 

(Dewey, 1938/1998, p. 41). Undergoing refers to the consequences of the experience on the 

individual. The transaction that takes place between the individual and the environment indicates 

that materials are joint participants, part of the interactions which shape the child as much as they 

shape them. The process continues until the self and the object are mutually adapted, ending with 

felt harmony. Experience has a structure; it is not just doing and undergoing in alternation, but the 

pattern and structure formed by the relationship between these. Mere activity does not constitute 

experience; both the doing (action) and undergoing (consequence) must be joined in perception 

before they gain meaning. It is this special connection between these two phases of experience 

which measure its value.  

A balance is required between doing and undergoing to achieve an experience. An excess of doing 

or undergoing may interfere with perception of the relations between each. Sometimes the young 

child’s experiences will not have depth and breadth. The undergoing may be valued without any 

perception of meaning. For example, desire for action may lead to treating resistance as a mere 

obstacle and not as a moment for reflection. When the toddler presses her fingers into the dense 

clay, she might find it resists and does not bend easily. “Rather than being a medium for 

representing thought, the clay becomes a medium for negotiating and acting with, either an object 

of encounter or a partner in the creative process” (Kind, 2010, p. 125). 
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An experience occurs through the “delicate relationship which exists between the myriad 

interactions that make up an ongoing experience and consummations that emerge when 

anticipations are realised” (McDermott, 1973/1981, p. 554). Consummations are not final or fixed 

ends. Meaning, in turn, is given depth through incorporating past experience. Only when both 

action and its consequence are joined in perception does this relationship give meaning and that is 

the objective of all intelligence. The connection between each phase of experience “measures the 

fruitfulness of the experience” (Dewey, 1919/2009, p. 113). 

Dewey (1934/2005) describes how the artist seeks union: 

Since the artist cares in a peculiar way for the phase of experience in which union is 

achieved, he does not shun moments of resistance and tension. He rather cultivates them, 

not for their own sake but because of their potentialities, bringing to living consciousness 

an experience that is unified and total. (p. 14) 

The young child performs some action, such as discovering pots of paint and a brush. They pick 

up a paintbrush not knowing what they will discover, then noticing this first stroke has created a 

long-curved line, this sparks their imagination, leading them to discover they can create a series of 

forms from one initial mark.  An educative experience, for Dewey (1910/1997), is an experience 

in which we make a connection between what we do to things and what happens to them or us in 

consequence; the value of an experience lies in the perception of relationships or continuities 

among events.  

From Dewey’s (1919/2009) perspective, the degree to which any activity is educative and 

aesthetic—whether finding a leaf, gathering seed pods, picking up a shell from the beach or 

creating art—is related to the degree that active doing and receptive understanding are joined in 

perception. The experience becomes educative as we grasp the relationship between the doing and 

undergoing. When the world reveals itself and acts upon us in new ways, the experience is 

transformative as we have new thoughts, feelings and actions. Both the person and the world are 

mutually transformed, and transformative experiences require active doing and receptive 

understanding.  

Heightened Sensory Perception  

Movement is a human being’s first outward expression of their experience of the world—their first 

language. “There is movement just a few days after conception, when the newly formed child as 

an acrobat starts to perform inside a tiny ocean, beginning with gentle rocking movements in 
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response to the inner ocean’s tide” (Goddard Blythe, 2005, p. 4). Our senses inform us, with touch 

being the first sensory modality to become accessible, and touch is sometimes considered the 

cornerstone of human experience and communication. The unborn baby shows sensitivity to touch 

in utero as early as seven and a half weeks’ gestational age and can first sense touch on their lips 

and nose, with this quickly extending to the rest of their body. Touch is a critical survival sense, 

which enables a baby to suck, swallow and cough at birth. In sequence with each sense comes 

smell, taste, balance, hearing and vision, following the sequential pattern for complete 

development.  

Even before birth most babies’ sense of hearing is fully functional (by week 16) and their bodies 

show response to noises in their surroundings. Sensory impressions, such as the sense of touch, 

convey feelings of security and trust and the sense of sound opens up one’s inner emotional space 

(Glockler & Goebel, 2013), with both connecting the child to their environment. Before children 

learn to speak and think, they have no way of preserving any distance between themselves and 

sense impressions—especially the noises that their surroundings impose on them. The ability to 

distance oneself from perceptions only develops gradually because of thinking about things and 

naming them. Adults need to be sensitive to and selective about the sense impressions which babies 

are exposed to. In the first year of life, the baby is “totally incapable of shutting out the external 

world: their entire body is highly sensitive and is forced to participate in all the impressions that 

affect it” (Glockler & Goebel, 2013, p. 12).  

Children in the sensorimotor period, approximately two years and under, learn through their 

senses. Humans are sentient beings and for infants this is their only way of learning. We might 

watch, for example, how a child explores objects, feels and weighs, tastes and feels with their 

mouth, listens and smells, looks all around and maybe even wonders and imagines. This shows 

that the young child is very sensitive to sensory impressions. Their process of free exploration 

invites the discovery of colours, textures, characteristics of materials and design alongside their 

expression of feelings and perceptions. For young children, creativity begins through sensory 

motor perception and the subsequent expression of patterns. Perceptual awareness means 

consciously noting, beginning with noticing details, which develops into identification and 

empathy. Those of us with young children in our care have a responsibility to see that these modes 

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Wolfgang+Goebel&search-alias=books&text=Wolfgang+Goebel&sort=relevancerank
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of learning are carried out: “we need to make the most of each experience, to seek new experiences 

and to re-experience” (Brownlee, 1991, p. 12). 

Our senses produce self-awareness because they provide information about the self, and the 

human being knows only as much about itself as it becomes aware while living in an individual 

body. The degree of self-awareness we acquire in and through the body is an essential part of our 

lived experience. Our perceptions of the world must necessarily “recognise our bodily 

engagement mainly because without this there would be nothingness—human beings integrate 

the corporeal into everything they do” (Thwaites, 2008, p. 89). Husserl (1859–1938) contends 

that our intentions unite with sensations to make up the full concrete act of perception, and in 

phenomenology, perception is regarded as the primary source of knowledge, the source that 

cannot be doubted (1970). Gurwitsch (1966), demonstrates that throughout the perceptual 

process, the object under study, in this case the child’s arts experiences, appear in a multiplicity 

of aspects and forms, which are not only compatible with, but also fit into one another. These 

embodied sensory experiences enable children to discover their body’s potential and expand their 

view of the world at an early age. Our body is our point of view, a portal to our world of 

experience. Merleau-Ponty (1962) tells us that “perception opens a window onto things” (p. 184) 

and every instant experience can be coordinated with that of the previous instant experience and 

that of the following instant experience. From the child’s perspective, a combining of 

consciousness into an intersubjective experience becomes one unbroken text, as that which was 

indeterminate becomes determinate for more complete knowledge. Perception is, therefore, the 

“path to access truth” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962, p. xvi). By treating perceptions as acts of intellect, 

as the inspection of the mind, and the perceived object as an idea, then the children’s perceptions 

communicate with the perceptions of the reflective teacher and become valid and sensible 

evidence. Lakoff and Johnson (1980/2003) situate basic bodily acuities as the foundation of a 

theory of knowledge by presenting metaphor as an extension of the process whereby the human 

body deals with the world through adaptation and articulation (p. 7). 

The ‘sensorium’—the five senses of seeing, hearing, touching, tasting and smelling, plus that part 

of the brain which processes the information from the senses—is what makes us human. In our 

primordial human condition, we began with only our senses to help us survive in, and come to 

understand the world. Gradually, tool technologies began to assist the senses, but these were still 
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a type of extension to our physical capacities, such as grip, reach, magnification, amplification—

the mechanisation of gesture. Both Dewey (1934/2005) and Gadamer (1960/2004) acknowledge 

the usefulness of our hands, which are clearly important tools in playful experiences and the 

acquisition of practical, embodied, knowledge. But our hands are not just tools, they are a way in 

which the world shows itself to us:  

Not only can we feel and touch things we might not be able to see and not only can 

properties be disclosed to touch in ways that might not be disclosed to other senses … but 

our hands are integrated with our other senses to guide their disclosive ability. We perceive 

our environment in the way that we do because we have hands with certain functions. 

(Vessey, 2010, p. 169) 

All our senses are involved in some form of judgement, whether sound, sight, taste, smell or touch. 

They work in harmony with each other, seeing, hearing, tasting, intermingling to yield perceptual 

awareness which is not only felt as thought, but also as emotion and, therefore, becomes aesthetic. 

The senses play a role in cognition and the Greeks identified a useful concept for this judgement 

when they examined the things perceptible by sensations which achieved unity in the senses. They 

classified these as aistheton, and here we see the beginning of the term aesthetics, which was later 

developed by Baumgarten (1750/1954) in the first part of the eighteenth century as he strove to 

understand how readers were affected by poetry. Aesthetics was an artistic, literary and intellectual 

movement of Greek origin (aesthesis), related to the sensorium and which referred to the brain as 

the mind’s organ. The concept of aesthetics was further developed by Immanuel Kant (1724- 

1804) in his Critique of Judgment (1790/1987) which critiqued the scientific rationalisation of 

nature, in reaction against aristocratic social and political norms in the Age of Enlightenment.  

Aesthetic Engagement 

Dewey (1934/2005) explains that the uniquely distinguishing feature of aesthetic experience is the 

fact that there is no distinction between self and object. The experience is aesthetic because both 

the live creature and their environment cooperate in an experience which is so fully integrated that 

each disappears. The person cannot step outside of the experience, nor can they control it, for to 

do so would fundamentally change the experience. The value of an experience cannot be 

considered from the outside, with learning being separate from the activity or world. Its essence 

lies inside the experience of learning.  
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Our looking usually stops short at recognition; perception is arrested at the point where it will 

serve something else. The construct of aesthetic undergoing plays a vital role in understanding 

transformative experience. Through its relationship to qualitative meaning emerges inspiration, 

new meaning and insight. Dewey (1934/2005) reminds us that the senses do not operate as “simple 

and separate entities, they have an aesthetic quality in their connections” (p. 125). “To see, hear, 

touch, smell and taste is more than recognition” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 24). In Experience and 

Nature (1929/1999) Dewey posits that insight or new ideas are first felt as part of the sense of a 

situation, where sensing something is “an immediate and immanent meaning; it is meaning which 

is itself felt or directly had” (p. 200). Aesthetic perception means more than just glancing at 

something, but attending to it, seeing it through our own eyes and living that experience. 

Experience will be significant to everyone as a unique event in one’s life, and Dewey (1934/2005) 

states that “to perceive, a beholder must create his own experience” (p. 56).  

Artistic appreciation is a fully rational activity in that the judgements involved are supportable by 

many reasons (Best, 1985). The emergence of new meaning provides inspiration and forms of 

insight which, accompanied by aesthetic undergoing and its relation to qualitative meaning, plays 

a vital role. An experience becomes meaningful as the aesthetic and practical are inextricably 

related to one another. When a child does something—dips their paintbrush into a colour and 

spreads it over the sheet of white paper—they may undergo something or some properties. The 

defining quality may be enjoyment, felt only through the sensory effect of colour, being 

unconsciously produced in their body. Those who understand the world of the child will know that 

colour is very important to young children and as they manipulate properties of colour, shape, line 

or form, their undergoing may determine further doing. The child may then take another colour, 

either painting it over the first without hesitation, or carefully trying the new colour beside the 

first. The activity of painting and experience of creating is all important here. As the child focuses 

on elements or properties, such as colour (visual art), they may repeat the experience over and over 

because it feels good, and the process continues until the self and the object are mutually adapted, 

ending with felt harmony.  

This simple example can be applied to every expressive arts experience, not only with open-ended 

materials such as paint, clay, water and sand, but also, for example, tone or rhythm in sound 

exploration (shaken, blown, hit, struck together), body awareness in spinning or tapping in 
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movement or dance, and role or action in pretend play. Every expressive experience can lead the 

child to engage further with their environment, and children’s imaginations are enlivened when 

they are thinking or interacting with their ideas. These interactions between both the child and their 

environment (as dancer, actor, musician or painter) create a meaningful presence which constitutes 

this total experience.  

All forms of human expression are evidence of response to various kinds of experience. Both the 

experience received and the response that follows can be either objective or subjective. Experience 

can take the form of perception: How does it make me feel? What does it mean? Or analysis: What 

does it feel like? What is it made of? How does it work? Response can take the form of self-

expression: (telling oneself, evidence of seeing and feeling) or communication (explaining or 

describing to someone else as evidence of seeing and understanding). Whatever starting point is 

used in one’s work with children, the experience they have and the responses they make will be 

determined by the context within which the event takes place (Eisner, 2002).  

The expressive aesthetic response is defined as that which represents or symbolises feeling and 

this definition is the basis of the early childhood curriculum. The starting point is a sensation 

(visual, auditory, tactile, smell or taste), which gives rise to feeling and may be transformed into 

an image that the mind works on and considers. The transformative process undergoes new forms 

of meaning making as we ask ourselves “Is it fun, do I like it and is it new or different?” A child’s 

understanding is enhanced through a process of reflective engagement with meaningful arts 

making and through experiences which involve roles for both perceiver and maker. 

Dewey (1934/2005) describes the difference between a practical and an aesthetic experience, 

inviting us to consider ourselves as a rolling stone drifting down a hill, avoiding imaginative acts 

or feelings towards things met on the way: 

Things happen, but they are neither definitely included nor decisively excluded; we drift. 

We yield to external pressure, or evade and compromise. There are beginnings and 

cessations, but no genuine initiations and concludings. One thing replaces another, but does 

not absorb it and carry it on. There is experience, but so slack and discursive that it is not an 

experience. Needless to say, such experiences are an-aesthetic (p. 41). 

Worthwhile experiences require more than just control and rationality. We cannot make an 

experience happen; an experience happens to us. Our lives can be shaped by powerful forces which 

are beyond our intentions and control. To be deeply engaged, to be truly moved, involves not only 
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control, but also being out of control.  Artful expressions such as those in tragedy, comedy and 

romance cannot be fully explained or controlled. Ideas grasp or seize us, take hold of our minds, 

and we can be swept away or fall in love. There is an element of mystery to which the Germans 

often apply the term Geist meaning Spirit (Inwood, 1999) and for Hegel, in Science of Logic 

(1969), the goal of Spirit (Geist) is Freedom.  

Affect (Emotion, Efficacy and Flow)  

Experience is not just intellectual in nature, it might also be emotional and this single quality 

pervades experience, giving it unity. A situation is understood and unified by the quality, which 

unites parts of the situation into a whole. These qualities are immediate; they are felt or had, or 

possessed directly. They were never in the organism, but rather are qualities of interactions with 

which organic things and organisms partake. Because the person is alive and present, qualities are 

in the situation, interacting in or on the environment or as the environment interacts on them.  

The arts affect us emotionally and appear to have some sense of meaning (Thwaites, 2013). 

Emotion changes the mood felt, as it flows through the experience. The experience is not just 

intellectual (objective) in nature (felt as thought), it might also be emotional (subjective). The arts 

are frequently considered to be emotive forms that might provide satisfaction—but not 

understanding. Best (1988) contends, however, that if cognition is a matter of becoming aware, of 

perceiving, then the senses and the arts play a crucial role in developing sensibilities, thus 

providing essential resources for education. Transformative experience is qualified with emotion, 

and so conscious intent emerges. 

Aspects of an educative experience, such as feeling and quality, are sensed or felt rather than 

verbalised and immediate to the situation rather than removed from it. Dewey (1938/1960) 

contends that “we know only by means of judgment which is reflective and mediate, and so the 

material content of this ultimate whole (which is the only ‘Reality’) is completely inaccessible to 

us” (p. 533). Our feelings completely absorb the rational and relational properties into themselves 

until they no longer exist (Dewey, 1938/1960). 

An experience has flow, or phases, and runs its course to fulfilment; it is either integrated into or 

demarcated from other experiences (for example, through a finished piece of work, or a holistic 

and individualised self-sufficiency). An experience has unity, but not a completeness. Whereas 

Hegel saw experiences becoming a totality, both Dewey and Gadamer saw no closure to 
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experience and considered that experiences are ultimately synthesised. Experience is “always and 

necessarily open to further experience” and Dewey endorses Gadamers assertion that “the dialectic 

of experience has its proper fulfilment not in its definitive knowledge, but in the openness to 

experience that is made possible by experience itself” (Bernstein, 2010, p. 154).  

As adults, it often seems that we live in a quantitative, calculative world, where everything is 

measured and compared. Equipment collects numerical data, and questionnaires and checklists 

collect information about people and things in the form of numbers and statistics. Features are 

counted and classified and statistical models constructed to explain what is observed. A 

quantitative approach is objective and knows in advance what it is looking for, seeking precise 

measurement of target concepts.  In contrast, qualitative approaches are subjective, highlighting 

the importance of interpretations of events, using detailed descriptions in the form of words, 

pictures, symbols and objects. 

A situation is marked by an all-pervasive quality that permeates all objects and events involved. 

We attempt to classify ‘an experience’ as subjective or objective or belonging to mind or matter. 

But analysis comes after quality—it is objective; whereas knowing requires words, descriptions, 

explanations, connections and ordering. What we do with quality determines the direction of an 

experience. Dewey contends that “everything depends on the quality of the experience which is 

had” (1929/1999, p. 16). It is how we respond to quality that makes an experience what it is and 

determines the direction it will take.  

Creative Impulses, Improvisation and Meaning Making 

Children “listen to life in all its facets, listening to others with generosity, quickly perceiving how 

the act of listening is an essential act of communication … and we are the child’s travelling 

companion in their search for meaning” (Rinaldi, 2006, p. 114). Their capacity for reciprocal 

listening makes communication and dialogue possible. Children’s creativity assists them to move 

from one language to another, from one intelligence to another, while encoding, decoding and 

interpreting data. Creativity is the avenue that allows children to understand the world and 

relationships between themselves, others and things. 

Art lies hidden in nature, it is concealed and does not just appear ready to use (Heidegger, 

1927/1962). Creativity unconceals that which is hidden (the unknown), setting free the materials 

of the world; construction, clay, paint, sound, to reveal an artistic truth. Children often see and 
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interpret things that others miss (Gopnik, 2010) and they can imagine the unseen and the unheard. 

The essence of creativity is that something is brought forth, and to bring forth means to make 

something. Creativity sets free the materials of the work’s construction. For the Greeks this was 

called poesis, meaning letting come forth. Conflict with raw materials and its tension lets the work 

become what it is and the possibilities of materials gradually reveal certain truths to the artist. The 

expressive arts enable an idea to become what it is, through its concrete realisation in a specific 

form. Artworks provide an exemplary disclosure of truth, initiating a new beginning and redefining 

of history. Through the essence of creative thought, elements of colour, rhythm, line, melody come 

into being and this distinguishes art from decoration. Creative thinking receives its essence from 

the boundaries of context, taking known elements to bridge the space between the doer and doing 

through new connections. The ability to construct new connections between objects and thoughts 

brings about innovation and change.  

Transformation 

Dewey expressed more than a passing interest in continental philosophy; he had written his 

dissertation on Kant and he acknowledged his debt to the German idealist, Hegel. Dewey’s interest 

in Bildung (self-cultivation) stems from Hegel, who regarded the term as learning, in a broad 

organic sense that encompassed the social, cultural, artistic and academic concepts of the time. In 

his naturalistic theory based on the cognitive activities of finite human beings, Hegel believed 

experience constitutes the limits of knowledge. Dewey also embraced naturalistic theories 

(humanistic naturalism) in which “naturalism is intended to reveal the inconsistency of our 

accounts with the nature of things” (Rockmore, 2010, pp. 34-35). Both Hegel and Dewey see that 

ongoing experiences change how we see things, how and what we know, exemplified by Hegel’s 

criticism of the French Revolution which presumably failed because the protagonists neglected to 

learn from their experiences. Central to Hegel’s (1813/1969) conception of the process of 

knowledge is historicity, and this means, literally, indexed to the historical moment in which we 

live. 

Dewey sees ‘knowledge’ as the ‘child’ of experience and considers that educational processes 

involve supplying ‘materials and conditions’ which enable an expression that is social in both form 

and feeling. Learning by doing was considered the best way for children to learn as they could 

express their expanding concepts through materials. The provision of activities fostered and 

exercised children’s productive and creative use, at the same time securing and strengthening 
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valuable knowledge. The child’s natural impulse led to increased perception and their own purpose 

provided them with tools for planning and evaluating their work, and the impetus to carry it out. 

Purpose arises from experience when learning is connected to doing something purposeful. 

Recent research supports the idea that experience and knowledge are not separated, or 

compartmentalised, particularly in the early years (Eisner, 2002; Gardner, 1991; Malaguzzi, 1998; 

Schiller, 1989; Wright,  2012). Early arts experiences for children are central dimensions of a 

quality play programme (Schiller, 1989). Dance, drama, music and the visual arts, do not 

necessarily depend on verbal or written experience, but rather on the kinaesthetic, visual, auditory, 

tactile and olfactory senses through experience. An integrated approach to teaching and learning 

in early childhood education is reflected on and revisited by many prominent ECE arts educators 

from New Zealand, Australia and overseas: Kolbe (1991), Pelo (2007), Sansom (2011) and Vecchi 

(2004). 

Within this research, the children’s experiences must produce change or transformations in 

perceptions and knowledge for them to be regarded as meaningful as well as being relevant to their 

everyday lives and inquisitiveness. Gadamer (1960/2004), whose writings on experience bear a 

similarity to Dewey’s thought (see Chapter 3), considers that transformation does not mean simply 

altering something; it means that “something is suddenly and as a whole something else” (p. 111). 

The joy of knowledge, skills and understanding that comes from play allows for “transformation 

into the true” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 112). Gadamer proposes that the change in human’s play, 

when it comes to its true consummation through the art forms (dance, drama, music and visual art) 

is ‘transformation into structure’ (p. 110).  This concept of transformation suggests that “the play 

has absolute autonomy” (p. 110). The playful experience is transformed into something of 

meaning, a certain kind of truth for the child. “The being of all play is a self-realisation, sheer 

fulfilment, energy which has a purpose (telos) within itself” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 112). The 

ease of Play does not mean any real absence of effort, rather an absence of strain (Gadamer, 

1960/2004).  

 Erlebnis and erfahrung  

Two German terms enable us to better understand and differentiate experience(s) and how they 

might run their course to fulfilment. The first is Erlebnis, meaning “in the moment”; the second is 

Erfahrung, which are ongoing experiences that build an awareness or understanding 



70 

  

(consciousness) over time. Erlebnis means lived experience, leb meaning to live, and in the arts 

we might regard Erlebnis as a “poetic formation of experience” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 69). 

Erlebnis is the German word for experience and means to ‘live through’ by witnessing it.  An 

Erlebnis is an experience with an intense effect on one’s inner life. Lived experiences are 

especially important; they are inner states, activities and processes that we are aware of or ‘live 

through’.  

Erlebnisse is the significance of our experiences, while Erlebnikunst is, for example, children’s 

experience of drawing. Erlebnis, from Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927/1962), is the ‘structure 

of experience’ and involves cognitions and recognition: “e.g. when I hear a sound, I recognise it 

as a motorcycle or a baby’s cry” (Davis, 2010, p. 10). The openness of an experience means we 

find a kind of truth, and we ourselves are open to the experience. The children gain new insights 

through their experiences, but insight is more than knowledge of this or that, it always involves an 

‘escape’ from something that has deceived us or held us captive—the obvious. It also involves 

‘self-knowledge’ (p. 350).  

When a child has a lived experience (Erlebnis), they become aware of their experience and as they 

expand their experience through further experiences (Erfahrung), they become more experienced. 

Erlebnis or spontaneous experience-events, such as a young child’s ‘play-full’ dance, whose lived 

experience might conclude with a series of flowing experiences, build the child’s understanding 

over time, resulting in significant transformation (Erfahrung) and a preparedness for further 

experiences. Through this series of experiences, Gadamer (1960/2004, p. 345) tells us, they 

‘acquire a new horizon’. Horizon, here, does not mean limitation, but rather delimitation, the 

expansive realm of the knowable. In having an experience, the child might initially experience 

something that is not what we suppose it to be, yet “through their undergoing they cause things to 

change, both their knowledge and the objects or materials at hand” (Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 349).  

Heidegger (1971) speaks of undergoing an experience:  

When we talk of undergoing an experience, we mean specifically that the experience is not 

of our own making; to undergo here means that we ... receive it as it strikes us and submit 

to it. It is this something itself that comes about, comes to pass and happens. (p. 57)  

Erfahrung means travelling through the flow of our lived (living) experiences to become more 

experienced—in other words, transformation. Erfahrung is the pure experience of gathered 

experiences between travelling, the flow or sequence of experiences. It refers to a more sustained 
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texture of experience where cumulative, totalising accretion of transmittable wisdom or epic truth 

is revealed. Such ongoing experiences build awareness and understanding (consciousness) over 

time. The facticity of our lived and life experiences are based on prior experience, which means 

that we begin to understand ourselves (facticity embraces the term Erfahrung). Facticity, in 

Heideggerian terms, is the designation used for the character of the being of our own being there; 

it is the concreteness of our existence. The fah in Erfahrung means to travel; we travel through the 

flow of our lived experiences and depending on the quality of the experience, we gain something 

from the experience and become more experienced. Erfahrung applies to the quality of the 

experience and the way we experience the surrounding world. When we live in the world of first-

hand experience, it means that everything is meaningful (Davis, 2010, p. 83). Erfahrung might be 

regarded as our know-how, “how to go about the business (umgehen) of being that comes from 

life experience” (Davis, 2010, p. 19), or being experienced.  

Dewey argues that for education to be most effective, content must be presented in a way that 

relates information to prior experiences, thus deepening our connection with this new knowledge 

(Dewey, 1899/2001). Experience in the arts in early childhood education is about self-directed 

learning, where children can control when, where and how they learn. 

 Transformation through experience 

The importance of being able to reflect, step back from experience, and to make sense of and 

control it cannot be underestimated. The transformative experience can only occur when the 

distance and distinction between self and world decreases. From a practical perspective, it is 

possible to be efficient in action, but not be conscious of the action. This is what Heidegger 

(1927/1962) refers to as ‘ready-to-hand’. Interest is not held by the possibilities of the experience, 

but as the outcome, and our absent-minded application comes to an end, but without thoughtful 

consummation. In such cases, the practical activity moves by its own urge to have fulfilment. 

Reflection transforms experience into practice where experience, rather than being complete, 

might be framed as accumulation, retention, reinforcement, reflection on and the transference of 

an experience into new contexts. Heidegger (1927/1962) refers to this as ‘present-at-hand’; we 

bring to presence. The two processes involved in reflective undergoing are perception and 

imagination. Thought, or reflection, is the discernment of the relationship between what we try to 

do and what happens in consequence. In relation to thought, Dewey’s concern is with reflective 
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thinking, rather than instances of daydreaming, recollection or fleeting impressions. Reflective 

thinking includes recollection and imagination and is the kind of thinking that ‘turns things over’ 

in the mind. This can be applied to reflective thinking, a process of inquiry, a scientific method, 

problem solving, understanding and interpreting signs and symbols—what Rancière (2010) 

describes as ‘the poetic labour of translation’.  

Our experiences may seem different from one another; however, certain conditions must be met 

in order to have a transformative experience. Transformative experiences have the power to alter 

our way of being in the world and create change in our lives. They may effect a shift in our 

perceptions, alter our assumptions and provide a new way of seeing. They may be so significant 

that they cause us to modify our preconceived ideas and this change will often impact on our 

subsequent actions, changing our relationship with the world. An experience can be so significant 

that we continually refer to how it changed us, or our pathway. Although we experience life as a 

flow, it is because of how we think, that we refer to and incorporate these past lessons viewing the 

possibilities within transformation experiences.   

According to Dewey, we do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience 

(Dewey, 1933). One cannot simply be transformed as a matter of course; one must acknowledge 

one’s transformation through forms of reflection and acceptance to be truly transformed. A 

transformative experience explores relationships between the next actions, affordances and the 

recognition (by the participant) that a transformative experience has occurred (Lissack, 2014). 

Transformation is a mixture of both reflecting in-action as well as on-action (Schön, 1987). 

Socrates stated that “the unexamined life is not worth living” (in Plato’s The Apology, 1999)—and 

this is often countered with “but the unlived life is not worth examining”. Experience involves 

both living and examining and this requires us to question and explore in order to understand how 

we do both. 

Transformation is not due to some causal force, but it is the act of stopping to re-evaluate 

perspectives and assumptions and it is through in-depth reflection that we discover transformations 

within ourselves. As we go through the processes of our life experiences, we examine and question 

the narratives we tell ourselves and others and are able see the patterns which have allowed our 

experiences to unfold in the way they did. Narratives play a key role in the thinking and rethinking 
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about an experience, and these are greatly affected by the experiencer’s set of contextual 

understandings and background assumptions (Husserl’s notion of fundierung, 1900/1970).   

The ways in which those who have an experience approach their next experience(s) influences 

the affordances that prior experience offers for their next actions, thus enabling possibilities for 

transformation. Clearly, for a small child, this transformation as reflection may simply be that if 

they do one thing, another thing occurs, or if they reject something, something else occurs. At 

this level, emotional reflection plays a big part in determining next actions and transformative 

learning can also include subconscious functions. A child in an early childhood setting acquires 

knowledge in whatever arts area he or she chooses to engage in. However, this depends on how 

well their learning takes place. What is taught is not as important as what children learn, what 

they start valuing and what they become (Shapiro, 2015). The child moves from a stage of not 

knowing, to a stage of knowing, before moving to the stage of becoming (that is, the stage of 

applied action). Self-awareness comes with increasing knowledge. Therefore, the emphasis in 

education should include the transformative process of becoming rather than just the learning 

process. The process of becoming is a lifelong activity which involves reflective thinking, 

transformation of perspectives and incremental maturation of the individual.  

Transformation is often deeply rooted from the heart, associated with the affective domain, which 

fundamentally changes thinking patterns, behaviours and outcomes that follow. A significant 

emotional event often provides impetus to change and transform. Connection of emotion to self-

knowledge is an empowering resource for willingness and acceptance of the need for critical 

reflection and changing behaviours (Zembylas, 2003). O’Sullivan (2004) explains that 

transformation involves a fundamental shift to turn an existing concept or substance into something 

totally new; whereas reformation is simply about reshaping an existing concept or substance 

without a fundamental shift in the process and, therefore, one is more likely to revert to the original 

way of thinking than with transformation. 

Our background assumptions may be influenced by beliefs and values, our understanding of 

processes, and the subsequent affordances and actions which result. These three factors underpin 

the narratives one tells, each providing critical underpinnings to both the experience of having a 

transformative experience and to what follows afterwards. Gadamer (1960/2004) argues that to 

understand the human experience, personal historical perspective is not only welcomed, it is 
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presupposed. Gadamer (1960/2004) contends that prejudices are the biases of our openness of the 

world and he postulated that to avoid bias of interpretation, one must acknowledge the presenter’s 

history as a source of knowledge.  

By examining transformative experience from the realist and constructivist perspective, a cogent 

explanation of a transformative experience can be built. The active nature of an arts curriculum 

fits well with the experiential model proposed by the cognitive psychologist David Kolb. Kolb 

(1984) demonstrates “experiential learning is the process whereby knowledge is created through 

the transformation of experience. Knowledge results from the combination of grasping and 

transforming experience” (p. 41). Kolb proposes that learning occurs in a cyclic fashion, with 

concrete experience serving as the basis for observation and reflection, leading to the formation of 

abstract concepts that can be tested through further concrete experience. Transformative learning 

theory was initially applied to adult learning theory, because it was assumed that children lacked 

the experience, cognitive ability and critical reflection needed for transformative experience 

(Merriam, 2004). However, research has shown that young children are quite capable of reflection, 

and the self-regulation of their learning reveals their competence and metacognitive abilities 

(Bresler, 2004; Eisner, 2002; Gopnik, 2010; Gopnik, Meltzoff, & Kuhl, 2000; Malloch & 

Trevarthen, 2009; Pellegrini, 2009; Project Zero, 2001; Rinaldi, 2013).  

Mezirow (2000) concludes that children and adults alike interpret experience and construct 

knowledge within the two dimensions of ‘points of view’ and ‘habits of mind’. ‘Points of view’ 

relate to our interpretations of experience; they constitute our belief systems which can be changed 

easily as they are influenced by the acquisition of new skills or information. On the other hand, 

‘habits of mind’ are “broad, abstract, orienting, habitual ways of thinking, feeling, and acting 

influenced by assumptions that constitute a set of cultural, political, social, educational, and 

economic codes” (Mezirow, 1997, pp. 5-6). ‘Habits of mind’ act as ‘boundary structures’ on 

experience where “our meaning systems diminish our awareness of how things really are to avoid 

anxiety, creating a zone of blocked perception and self-deception” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 4).  

For adults, a truly transformative learning process involves an epistemological shift in the 

foundations on which they build knowledge about the world (Brookfield, 2000). Mezirow (1978; 

2000) published his study of the processes adults experience when they encounter and embrace 

life-altering learning. His transformation theory offers a lens through which to view the experience 
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of teachers who have felt the transformative powers of the arts in their children’s lives. His 

emphasis on dialogue involves interaction within a group or between two persons through various 

means of communication; it need not involve face-to-face interaction and it can or may be 

interaction with an author or an artist through their works (Mezirow, 2000).  

In Logic: The Theory of Inquiry (1938/1960), Dewey illustrates a participatory and dialogic theory 

of communication through which “meaning is made and shared” as a result of an encounter 

between subjects, not an exchange between objects (p. 35). Knowing depends on understanding 

the nature, meanings and essence of any human experience, one depends on the internal frame of 

reference of the person who has had, is having or will have the experience. Moustakas (1994) 

believes our knowledge grows out of direct human experience and discovery and involves self-

inquiry and openness to one’s experience. The acquisition of knowledge is a “process of internal 

search through which one discovers the nature and meaning of personal experience and develops 

methods and procedures for personal investigation and analysis” (p. 17). Moustakas identifies tacit 

knowledge as “the deep structure that contains the unique perceptions, feelings, intuitions, beliefs, 

and judgments housed in the internal frame of reference of a person that governs behaviour and 

determines how we interpret experience” (1990, p. 32). 

Through his various writings, Dewey considers knowing a transformative process which 

transcends the limits of analytical language. A creative response reflects pragmatic intelligence 

and may be in the form of sound and rhythm improvisations, responses to the improvisation 

through poetry, movement or dance and visual art. Education assists in the behavioural changes 

which happen with transformative experience. Mezirow (2009) deduces that transformative 

learning is the main goal of education, but Cranton (2002, p. 64) argues that the goal of education 

depends on the type of knowledge acquired—that is, whether it is instrumental, communicative or 

emancipatory knowledge (Habermas, 1991). Emancipatory knowledge is considered 

transformative, because it is based on self-awareness, which is gained from critical reflection; 

however, communicative knowledge could also be transformative if critical reflection is extended 

to evaluate human relations and the social norms against self-knowledge. 

Dewey (1938/1998, 1934/2005) and later Freire (1990) both believe that education is an act of 

raising awareness and consciousness. Education is expected to transform and humanise individuals 

(Freire, 1990). The experience of transformation takes an individual from one level of 
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consciousness to the next. Dewey concludes that education has failed when it is not able to prepare 

a learner to be useful in a society. This requires a shift in vision as teachers consider that the child 

is a holistic being. Transformation involves significant personal change, and educators must 

undergo transformation themselves, becoming critical pedagogists who can create a substantive 

and sustainable impact on the learning-teaching environment (Cranton, 2002). In teaching for 

transformation, teachers set the stage and provide an environment in which children can articulate 

and critically reflect on their assumptions and perspectives.   

Summary  

This chapter has examined expressive aesthetic engagement which for Dewey (1934/2005) is 

reconstruction of the past. Gadamer (1960/2004) reminds us that mimesis is not simply a second 

version or copy, but rather the children’s recognition of the essence of an aesthetic (or artistic) 

event which becomes a new experience. Merleau-Ponty (1962) considers perception to be the 

“path to access truth” (p. xvi).  

The chapter has sought to clarify the essence of experience and explore how we might identify the 

transformative experience. A range of theorists and philosophers as diverse as Dewey (pragmatic 

philosophy and theory), Eisner (arts education), Gadamer (continental philosophy), Mezirow 

(adult education and business) and Kolb (cognitive psychology) have been used to explain this. To 

be transformative, an experience must modify our habitual ways of thinking (habits of mind) and 

our feeling and perceiving, leaving no doubt about the significance of the experience or 

experiences. I claim that experiences in the arts lead from the perception, which produced the 

experience, to insight, which made the experience transformative.  

In this chapter a discussion of experience and transformation has closely examined creative arts 

experiences for the impact they can have on our evolving identity and affective experiences. 

Some experiences can be so significant that we refer to them again and again. In Chapter 6 an 

example is provided of a child who continued to draw a crab for weeks after the event that 

inspired the activity. Transformative experience has the power to change an individual’s life yet 

to gain insight we must reflect on the experience and re-evaluate what made the experience or 

chain of experiences memorable and then become transformative. Thus, the transformative 

experience is a process of becoming, an emancipatory event which transforms our perspectives 

and contributes to our intellectual, social and artistic growth. The next chapter (Chapter 5) 
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describes the qualitative phenomenological research methodology used in this study to explore 

the transformative potential of children’s experiences in the arts. The emergent themes will be 

used to inform my interpretive analysis.  
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I have taken for granted the soundness of the principle that education in order to 

accomplish its ends both for the individual learner and for society must be based on 

experience—which is always the actual life-experience of some individual. (Dewey, 

1938/1998, p. 89) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



79 

  

Chapter 5: Methodology 

Introduction   

This chapter describes the qualitative phenomenological research methodology used in this study 

to explore the transformative potential of children’s experiences in the arts. It explains and justifies 

the methods used, which include observations of children and teachers and recording of teachers’ 

and student teachers’ stories about children’s engagement in arts experiences in early childhood 

settings. The researcher’s place in this study is presented, along with ethical considerations. In this 

chapter the research design is set out, justifying the use of a qualitative paradigm and 

phenomenological interpretative approach. Data collection methods used to address the research 

questions are outlined within a chronological description of researcher activity and the emergent 

qualitative research design. A description of participants, their selection and the settings as well as 

processes used to collect, manage, interpret and analyse data are included. The chapter explains 

why narratives with the support of  photographs form the basis of this thesis. 

The Qualitative Paradigm  

This research utilises a qualitative framework common to human science research which 

encompasses different perspectives and models, including the qualitative methodologies of 

ethnography, grounded theory, hermeneutics, phenomenological research and heuristic research 

(Moustakas, 1994). Human science is a term applied to the investigation of human life and 

activities by a rational, systematic and verifiable methodology that acknowledges the validity of 

data derived by impartial observation of sensory experience (objective phenomena). The 

phenomenological approach used in this research uses qualitative methods to explore the quality 

of lived experiences and aims to uncover the lived reality or constructed meanings of the research 

participants by gathering rich descriptions of phenomena. The focus is on “seeing the world 

through the eyes of those being studied” (Scott & Morrison, 2006, p. 182).  

Bresler and Stake (1991, p. 79) suggest six key characteristics of qualitative research. First, it is 

holistic and its contexts are well studied. Second, it is empirical and field oriented, emphasising 

the observable and acknowledging that action can be better understood when it is observed in its 

natural setting. Third, data collection methods are descriptive, in the form of words and graphics, 

rather than using numbers and quotations to illustrate and substantiate the data presentation. 
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Fourth, it is interpretative, with the descriptions providing the basis for a reflective structural 

analysis to portray the essence and nature of these experiences. Fifth, qualitative research of this 

nature is empathic because it attends to the presumed intentions of those being observed. Sixth, it 

is emergent and responsive, and this research has an emergent design suggesting a purposive 

sample as explored through qualitative data collection in natural settings. 

Philosophical Underpinnings  

The intellectual roots of qualitative methodology lie in the Idealist movement of the late nineteenth 

century (Bresler & Stake, 1991). In Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1781/1929), “all experience 

is mediated by the mind and all human intellect is imbued with and limited to human interpretation 

and representation. All we can ever know, are phenomena” (as cited in Bresler & Stake, 1991, p. 

76). Kant (1929) made the distinction between objects and events as they appear in experience: 

phenomena, from objects and events as they are in themselves, and noumena—what is thought or 

intended (Bresler & Stake, 1991).   

The origins of the qualitative research paradigm link closely to phenomenological inquiry by 

considering that we sense, interpret and explain the world to ourselves, rather than knowing it 

directly.  In phenomenology Husserl regards perception as the primary source of knowledge, the 

source that cannot be doubted (1900/1970).  Intentions unite with sensations to make up the full 

concrete act of perception. This combining of consciousness into an inter-subjective experience 

becomes one unbroken text, and what was previously indeterminate can become determinate for 

more complete knowledge. By treating perceptions as acts of intellect, as an inspection of the mind, 

and the perceived object as an idea, the children’s perceptions then communicate with the 

perceptions of the reflective teacher and become valid and sense-ible (reflecting the senses) 

evidence. As Merleau-Ponty (1962, p. xvi) puts it, perception is the “path to access truth” and the 

aim of his philosophy is to uncover a dimension of being and a type of knowledge we may forget 

in our natural everyday manner of being in the world.  

The Phenomenological Interpretative Approach  

“Hermeneutics describes how one interprets the texts of life, and Phenomenology describes how 

one orients to lived experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 4). Hermeneutics is a theory of interpretation 

stretching back centuries, beginning with the interpretation of biblical texts. Friedrich 

Schleiermacher (1768–1834), a theologian, and subsequently William Dilthey (1833–1911) were 
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decisive influences on twentieth-century hermeneutics. “Schleiermacher developed hermeneutics, 

as a generic form, the art of interpretation as applied to the reading of various texts to eliminate 

misunderstanding” (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 22). Schleiermacher (1838/1998) 

considered how hermeneutics deals with construction of the past, indicating that one must take 

into consideration the historical temporality and rationality of the text. Schleiermacher’s method 

saw aspects of texts as the author’s “externalised thoughts”, suggesting that a text should be “read 

with an open mind, while keeping the larger significance of the text in view—rather than criticising 

some narrow and selected statements” (van Manen, 2014, p. 132). Subsequently, Dilthey 

emphasised the radical differences between the natural sciences and the human or cultural 

sciences such as history, psychology and philosophy, aiming to establish a human science based 

on understanding (Verstehen). Dilthey illustrates how in the former “we seek causes and ask for 

explanation, in the latter we seek understanding by means of interpretation” (van Manen, 2014, p. 

185). 

Phenomenology is not inductively derived from analytic science and generalisations, rather it is 

empirically based, reliant upon ‘experience’ instead of ‘experiments’. A good phenomenological 

description goes beyond the “who did what, when and where”; it springs from the researcher’s 

lived experience as informed by the lived experiences of the children and teachers. Van Manen, 

states that “phenomenological research is collected by lived experience, and recollects lived 

experience—is validated by lived experience and it validates lived experience” (1990, p. 27). 

Phenomenological research always begins in the life world and hermeneutic phenomenological 

research edifies and values personal insights. This study aims to gain deeper understanding of the 

nature of the children’s, teachers’ and student teachers’ experiences in the arts. In aiming to get to 

the ground of lived experience, one might ask: What is this experience like? (van Manen, 1990).  

A founding principle of phenomenological inquiry is that experience should be examined in the 

way that it occurs, and in its own terms (Smith et al., 2009, p. 12). Phenomenology involves 

“stepping outside our everyday experience, our natural attitude”. (Smith et al., 2009, p. 12). 

Husserl (1900/1970) developed a ‘phenomenological method’ intended to identify the core 

structures and features of human experience, examining the essential qualities of an experience 

through key features that transcend the circumstances of their appearance. Husserl (1900/1970) 

suggested that we should go back to the ‘things’ in themselves, which means we should focus on 
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each particular ‘thing’, through the experiential content of consciousness. Smith et al. (2009) 

consider that adopting a phenomenological attitude involves and requires “a more reflexive move, 

as we turn our gaze away from objects in the world, inwards, towards our perceptions of those 

objects” (p. 12).  

Heidegger, a pupil of Husserl, also moved away from a more scientific approach and towards a 

hermeneutic and existential philosophy. In Poetry, Language and Thought, Heidegger (1971) 

looked to an etymological definition of phenomenology, observing that the word is made up of 

‘phenomenon’ and ‘logos’. “Phenomenon can be translated as ‘appear’ and logos as ‘discourse, 

reason and judgment’ (Smith et al., 2009, p. 12). Heidegger (1971) considers that appearance has 

a dual quality and things can have visible (manifest) or concealed (latent) meanings. Heidegger 

questioned whether it is possible to have any knowledge outside of an interpretative stance and 

this stance he grounds in the lived world.  

This research also draws on the philosophical work of Gadamer, a student of Heidegger, who 

turned to the subject of the ontology of the work of art. In his book Philosophical Hermeneutics 

(1976), Gadamer built on Heidegger’s ontological definitions in Being and Time (1927/1962). In 

describing hermeneutics, Gadamer (1976) starts from two experiences of alienation that we 

encounter in our concrete existence: the experience of alienation of the aesthetic consciousness 

and the experience of the alienation of the historical consciousness. The aesthetic consciousness 

“realises a possibility that as such we can neither deny nor diminish in its value, namely, that we 

relate ourselves, either negatively or affirmatively, to the quality of an artistic form” (Gadamer, 

1976, p. 4). 

Phenomenological Research Method 

This research draws upon the phenomenological methodologies of van Manen (1990; 2014) and 

Moustakas (1994) and the interpretative phenomenological analysis methods described by Smith 

and colleagues (2009). Van Manen (1990) states that “the method one chooses ought to maintain 

a certain harmony with the deep interest that makes one an educator (or parent or teacher) in the 

first place” (p. 2). This means that my phenomenological questioning must not only be made clear 

and understood, but must also be lived by the researcher. I draw on my forty years of lived 

experience in early childhood education to assist my understanding. In other words, my own lived 
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experiences will in some ways be in harmony and accord with those of the teachers and student 

teachers in this study and this has given me a deeper understanding of these educational settings. 

In phenomenological research the emphasis is always on the meaning of lived experience and we 

borrow other people’s experiences and their reflections on their experiences in order to be better 

able to “come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or significance of an aspect of human 

experience” (van Manen, 1990, p. 62). The core doctrine in phenomenology is that “every act of 

consciousness we perform, every experience that we have, is intentional: every experience is 

essentially consciousness of, or an experience of something or other” (Sokolowski, 2000, p. 8). 

The object of phenomenological description is to get to the essences or ideas that present 

themselves in experience. 

Phenomenology aims at interrogating a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our 

everyday experiences by asking, “What is this or that kind of experience like?” (van Manen, 1990, 

p. 9). Van Manen (1990) suggests that a phenomenological perspective can help to uncover what 

presents itself as pedagogy in our lives with children.  Phenomenology asks this simple question: 

“What is it like to have a certain experience?”—for example, an educational experience. This 

requires a questioning of whether we, as researchers of education, know what transformative 

experiences in the arts are like when a child has an experience or when a child comes to understand 

something. We must ask ourselves how we can come to a deep understanding of the pedagogic 

relation that exists between a teacher and child in learning contexts.  

A phenomenological description involves taking a quality, for example, in the everyday life of an 

early childhood setting  and “honing it, stretching it, and employing it with a particular degree of 

determination and rigour” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 189). It is, therefore, important for my research 

that I focus carefully on the question of what possible lived experiences of the children might be 

made relevant to this phenomenological investigation. Van Manen (1990) outlines the aim of 

phenomenology as follows:  

To transform lived experience into a textual expression of its essence – in such a way that 

the effect of the text is at once a reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of 

something meaningful: a notion by which a reader is powerfully animated in his or her own 

lived experience. (p. 36) 
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Place of the Researcher  

Van Manen (1990) suggests that a phenomenological project requires that the researcher be 

objective, remain true to their subjects and not get side-tracked, charmed or self-indulgent. Part of 

my undertaking was to ensure that I did not become too subjective in my observations of the 

children and teachers, or eager to overtly apply my role as a teacher educator with the student 

teachers. Sustained engagement requires the researcher to be open and sensitive to the 

phenomenon under investigation.  

Moustakas (1994) refers to the term Epoché as “the condition where pre-judgement is suspended 

to facilitate one’s understanding and lead to new insights” (p. 10). This term stems from Husserl’s 

(1948/1973) philosophical notion of phenomenological reduction, termed Epochē, from the Greek 

verb epechein, meaning ‘to pause’ or ‘to hold back’. Suspending prior judgement enabled me to 

take a more neutral and open stance when entering this research field. This process enables 

transformation on the part of the researcher or, as Moustakas (1994) puts it, “where pre-judgment 

that leads to pre-understanding are constantly at stake, their surrender could be called 

transformation” (p. 10).  

In qualitative research of this nature, the researcher is part of the research and reflects on their own 

experience of early childhood education. Maykut and Morehouse (1994) suggest the researcher 

assumes a posture of indwelling—to exist both as and within, as “an interactive spirit, force or 

principle” (p. 25). The researcher’s role in the investigation is as “participant observer, in-depth 

interviewer, or leader of focus group discussions, but also removes herself from the situation to 

rethink the meanings of the experience” (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994, p. 25). Reflexivity, is at the 

core of qualitative approaches, “enabling the researcher to come to understand the knowledge they 

are producing” (Scott & Morrison, 2006, p. 184). Reflexivity acknowledges the primacy of the 

researcher in the research act—the way they position themselves in the world and articulate their 

commitment to interrogate such positioning. It is important that I declare my own subjectivity and 

engage with the participants in a collegial way. At the same time, I must also step back, reflect on 

and think about these events in order to process what has gone before. As Silverman (2006) notes, 

“the main strength of qualitative research is its ability to study phenomena which are simply 

unavailable elsewhere” (p. 43). From the literature that I have studied, the topic of experience is a 

wide one; however, even with a small number of student teachers, a range of perspectives on the 

concept of transformative experience may be obtained. 
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Research Questions 

My research topic focusses on what it means to be engaged in the arts, and how children and 

teachers engage, encounter and transform themselves through the arts. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology studies persons and/or subjects, which requires analysing data from the inside: 

engaging deeply in the project, in actions of doing and theorising. A principle that guides my 

actions as a researcher in this study is to contribute to pedagogy through sensitive research 

engagement that honours the uniqueness of the children and teachers. The nature of transformative 

experiences in the arts was investigated through my observations of the children and followed this 

central question:  

What is the nature or essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early 

childhood contexts?  

Drawing on Smith et al. (2009), the following sub-questions were adopted:   

How might a student teacher or teacher know that an arts experience has been 

transformative?  

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and 

through the arts in early childhood education? 

 

Research Design 

This section provides a description of the qualitative research design and discusses the phases: 1) 

participant selection, 2) entering the research settings, 3) data collecting, 4) analysing data, and 5) 

interpreting and reporting results. The data was obtained through two data gathering methods: first, 

through observations of children and teachers and, second, via focus groups with teachers and 

student teachers. Observations were used to gather thick descriptions of experiences. Focus groups 

allowed the researcher to obtain data that reflects the experiential understandings of the 

participants.  

Research Settings  

A selective sample of eight early childhood centres in Auckland were approached and invited to 

contribute, including Steiner kindergartens, Reggio Emilia-based centres, Pacific Islands centres, 

public kindergartens and privately owned and community based centres. These centres were 

invited based on the variety of arts-based programmes they provided. However, not all of the 

invited centres were able to be part of this research: the Steiner kindergarten pulled out of the 
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research after a few weeks due to their teachers’ concerns about having to gain parent permission 

for children to be observed. The Reggio Emilia-based centre declined participation due to a 

pending Education Review Office visit, and a selected public kindergarten was withdrawn because 

their key teacher transferred to another kindergarten. Fortunately for this study, the teachers from 

the remaining five centres were confident with arts-based practices similar to those in Steiner, 

Reggio Emilia and kindergarten settings. Their practice and philosophical underpinnings were 

visible through observation of the children and teachers.  

The final selection included five early childhood centres: three privately owned, each located in 

different settings (city and rural), one community based centre, and one Pacific Islands centre. The 

centres were visited weekly over a period of three to six months. These visits usually took place 

in the morning, which is an ideal time of day to observe children’s engagement in free play and 

arts experiences. The visits were usually for two to three hours in order to enable observations and 

data collection via visual and audio techniques. I have changed the names of each centre to protect 

their identities. 

 Centre descriptions 

Animal encounters centre: This preschool , located in central Auckland, provided an opportunity 

to observe the three-year-old to five-year-old children once a week, for six months, from August 

2014 to March 2015. After an initial visit it became apparent that these children engaged in daily 

drawing experiences. Drawing is an activity which invites children into personal interaction and 

involvement with materials, enabling them to “give shape to their feelings and ideas” (Kolbe, 1983, 

p. 7). Drawing is a quality experience where children are “continuously being influenced and either 

encouraged and stimulated or discouraged by the results as they happen” (Kolbe, 1983, p. 1). This 

group of children were avid drawers and their growing skill and development was recorded over 

six months. 

Imaginative play centre: This community based preschool  in central Auckland was attended for 

six months, from February to July 2015, to observe children aged three to five years old. The 

children’s strong engagement in imaginative play was noticeable. During my initial visit, the 

teachers’ interest and passion for the arts became apparent through the many genres of children’s 

work, from construction and weaving to clay. The Reggio Emilia philosophy underpinning teacher 

practice saw the art studio setting (atelier) as essential and a dance studio was also provided in this 
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environment. The teachers were enthusiastic about their arts-based programme and keen to share 

stories about children’s strengths and interests in different domains, including the performing arts 

of drama, dance and movement. 

Heuristic play centre: This large privately owned centre designed to cater for almost 100 children 

up to five years of age was visited over six months, from May to November 2015. This centre was 

selected because of its aesthetic environment and thoughtfully designed learning spaces for 

children. Underpinned by the philosophies of Reggio Emilia, RIE (Resources for Infant Educators) 

and Steiner-based pedagogies, the centre’s ‘art-full’ programmes and pedagogy were also 

informed by arts-based philosophies. The children’s learning was carefully documented while 

being observed in the toddler room, where children between two and three years engaged in the 

arts through heuristic play, painting, clay, sculpture, dance, playing music and storytelling.  

Cultural performances centre: After attending a culturally based graduation ceremony for the 

Samoan community, I discovered the strong musicianship abilities of their children, teachers and 

members of their community. The centre’s environment and programme were based around music 

and dance, with children grouped into two areas: an infant/toddler (0-2) space and young children 

(3-5) in the larger area. Both age groups were combined at certain times of the day, as they were 

separated only by a small wall. I focused mainly on the three- to five-year-olds as they rehearsed 

for their end-of-year graduation ceremony; however, the younger children often caught my 

attention while they participated in cultural performing arts experiences. The teachers modelled 

Samoan language, with an emphasis on music: singing, playing and dancing. I visited this centre 

for six months, from June to December 2015. 

Seaview centre: This privately owned early childhood preschool , located near the northern 

beaches, seemed a stimulating setting for children because of its atmosphere. Observations took 

place one morning per week for six months from August 2015 to February 2016. This centre was 

small and catered for twenty-five children, aged from two to five years of age, with  three teachers. 

It was well resourced and utilised a large painting easel so that four children could engage in 

painting at any one time. Their colourful paintings adorned the walls, highlighting individuality 

through the elements of colour, shape and pattern. These children were given freedom to paint 

throughout the day and their interest and engagement was evident in their work.  
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Participant Selection 

This section discusses participant selection and recruitment methods. Table 1 provides an overview 

of participant groups, number and role in the research and is followed by further detail of 

participant selection methods.  

Table 1. Overview of Study Participants and Research Activities 

Group  No. 

approached 
Activities  

1. Centre managers 5 Provided site access through consent to allow 

their children and teacher’s participation via 

observations and focus groups. 

2. Parents 108 Provided consent for their children to be 

observed, video and audio recorded. 

3. Children aged 1-5 years  110 

from 5 centres 

Were observed and their engagement  

during arts experiences was documented.  

4. Teachers  

(observation) 

23 Were observed whilst engaged with children 

in arts experiences. 

5.  Teachers (as above) (focus 

groups)  

20 Discussed their arts experiences with 

children.  

6. Programme leaders of 

initial teacher education 

providers 

2 Provided permission to access their student 

teachers. 

7. Student teachers  

(focus groups) 

13 

from 2 tertiary 

institutions 

Discussed their experience implementing arts 

with children. 

 

 Centre managers  

The centre managers were provided with information about the project through flyers which were 

sent out describing the research in general terms and inviting centre managers, teachers or parents 

to volunteer to participate in the research. It mentioned the observations of children and teachers 

and the two focus group discussions (see Appendix 1). The centre managers who responded to the 

flyer were given Participant Information Sheets (PIS) and Consent Forms (CF) detailing the 

engagement required by the centre and ethical considerations within the project (see Appendix 2). 

The forms asked permission to invite parental consent for their child to be observed as well as 

permission for their teacher’s engagement in the research (see Appendix 2). Once permission was 

obtained from the centre managers, the PIS and CF were distributed to parents and teachers, 
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seeking permission to conduct observations of their children, and to the teachers, inviting them to 

be part of this project about children’s arts experiences. The forms clarified what the research 

entailed, requesting permission to allow the researcher to observe, photograph, video and audio 

record children and teachers. After gaining permission from the centre managers to invite teachers, 

parents and children to be part of the research, I began to attend each centre. Once  the observations 

had taken place (towards the end of 2015), these same teachers were invited to participate in focus 

group discussions through to early 2016. After  consent was obtained from the centre manager, the 

participants were approached. 

 Parents  

The parents were invited to participate through the PIS and CF documents, as distributed by the 

centre managers (or teachers), and the documents sought consent to allow the researcher to observe 

their children. The selection of participants was through the consideration of the parents’ views 

and the ethical dimensions of their role in this research. Verbal and written guidelines were 

provided, detailing what it meant to gain their child’s consent. This ensured they were happy for 

their children to take part in the research and that any questions were answered. The parents gave 

written consent for themselves and on behalf of their children, and pseudonyms are used for the 

children throughout the study.  

 Children 

The centre manager and parents first agreed for children to be part of the research. Those children 

whose parents had provided consent were then invited to participate through the variety of arts-

based experiences available within their environments. In most situations they gave their assent 

verbally and through their own body language. Non-verbal responses were acknowledged, 

particularly on a day-to-day basis, such as indicating their willingness to be recorded while playing 

music or dancing, being photographed while engaging in imaginative play, or, for example, they 

may be asked if they would like to share their drawings before taking them home. The children 

became familiar with my presence as a participant observer and permission was sought where 

children might understand the research procedures (i.e., that they would be observed and that the 

researcher might  ask them questions).  
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 The early childhood teachers 

Observations: After the centre managers were provided with information about the project through 

the flyers, the teachers were invited to participate in the research. The PIS and CF were distributed, 

further opportunities were provided to discuss the fact that participation was voluntary and to 

explain what the involvement entailed for each group as research observations or focus groups.  . 

The participants were assured of their anonymity and that they could withdraw from the research 

by the specified dates if so desired. I receved permission to use photography and video of 

children’s artworks via the PIS for parents and teachers. 

Twenty-three teachers from five early childhood centres gave consent to be observed during my 

visits as part of my observations of the children’s engagement in arts experiences. For purposes of 

anonymity I have referred to them with pseudonyms. The nature of their expected contribution 

was verbally explained to the teachers, who received the same information via the PIS and CF 

documents. These meetings enabled my negotiation of times for visiting the centres, which was 

usually one morning a week over a period of a few months. The duration varied according to the 

children’s involvement and participation and the transformative value of the experiences. The 

significance of the experiences was identified through the children’s interest, engagement and 

expression. As researcher, I participated in the moment while the children developed their ideas. I 

also took advantage of the teachers’ willingness to discuss their ways of planning arts experiences 

or how they spontaneously encouraged these experiences to develop. Sometimes mere fragments 

evolved into long-term projects.  

Focus groups: Twenty teachers agreed to participate in focus group discussions. Of the twenty-

three teachers who agreed to be observed while interacting with children during their arts play 

experiences, twenty also agreed to participate in focus group discussions. These discussions took 

place in the centres where the children had been observed. Both the teachers and student teachers 

were invited to discuss their understanding of the notion of experience and to provide examples 

from their practicum experiences. 

 Programme leaders 

Programme leaders of three tertiary institutions were approached and asked for access to their 

students. Two tertiary institutions agreed to participate and allowed me access to their students, 

the third took overly long to respond and with the research already underway it was too late to 
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include them. I was invited to meet the student teachers by attending their class, where I described 

the project in more depth and left the PIS and CF forms with their lecturers. Flyers were distributed 

which described the research and invited student teacher participation in focus group discussions 

(see Appendix 1).  

 Student teachers (focus groups) 

Student teachers from two different tertiary education providers participated. Thirteen student 

teachers from two tertiary providers of ECE qualifications responded and were included (seven 

from one tertiary programme and six from another). The student teachers agreed to participate in 

two 45-minute focus group sessions, held prior to and following their practicum experiences. None 

of the selected student teachers from the participating institutions were on practicum placement in 

any of the five centres where the research data was gathered. 

The student teachers were included in this study because they provide fresh insights through their 

own roles as participant-observers while on practicum. They were important because they were 

learning about the importance of play and the arts in early childhood curriculum. The student 

teachers re-lived their lived experiences, providing personal reflective observations, their insights 

may be of use to both teacher educators and practising teachers. They shared their perspectives on 

arts experiences with children which were of transformative value. What was important was how 

they perceived the arts and how they saw the arts enacted in early childhood settings. .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Ethical Considerations 

Research proposals involving human participants must be approved by The University of 

Auckland before the research can commence. The University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee (UoAHPEC) approved this research, The Nature of Experience in the Arts in 

Early Childhood Education, in February 2014 (reference number 010697). At the start of 2014, 

approval was received from UoAHPEC to conduct this research and the participants were 

recruited. In designing and carrying out this research, the guidelines set out by the UoAHPEC were 

followed, including informed consent; preservation of anonymity to the extent possible; 

maintaining confidentiality; and, using pseudonyms to protect identities of participants and 

centres.  

All participants (centre managers, parents, teachers, programme leaders and student teachers) were 

recruited according to the ethics guidelines approved by the UoAHPEC. They were informed about 
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what they would be agreeing to through the PIS and CF, and if relevant to children, through assent 

forms (Appendix 6). Each participant gave informed consent through the CF/AF. The forms are 

located in the appendices. The centre managers and programme leaders gave assurance that 

participation or non-participation would not affect the children, teachers or student teachers in 

these institutions. The PIS document included the date that data could be withdrawn and informed                                                                                                                                                                                                       

participants that they could withdraw at any time prior to the first focus group meeting. They were 

informed that they could choose not to answer questions or could leave the room at any time; 

however, given the nature of focus groups, once data had been recorded it could not be retracted. 

 The selection of child participants required careful consideration and communication with parents 

to assure that the ethical dimensions around young childrens’s engagement in the research were 

addressed. Parents were approached and both verbal and written formats were used to assure clear 

communication. I discussed the project with parents at each centre and provided them with written 

information (PIS). I also let them know that they could decline their child’s involvement, and that 

they could withdraw their child from the research up until the end of 2015 without providing any 

reason. Once parents’ permission was obtained, I then approached each child to discuss their 

involvement in the research. I gained their verbal assent to ensure that they were aware of and 

willing to engage in the research and also checked this in an ongoing way.   

 Use of audio and digital recordings  

The PIS made clear that the research would involve recording the children’s lived experiences of 

interaction and engagement in playful arts experiences. The ethics approval gave permission for 

me to gather data about children, including photographs, digital and audio recordings (videos), and 

samples of children’s work. It was made clear in the PIS that the recordings, photos and videos 

were not initially intended for public display and would only be used for the purposes of reporting 

the research. 

In my initial ethics application I emphasised that information gathered was intended for research 

purposes only and that the children’s identities would be completely anonymous. However, after 

gathering such rich evidence of the children’s engagement in these experiences, I decided to apply 

for an additional ethics application to seek the inclusion of photographs in my thesis (see Appendix 

7). Some parents/caregivers agreed and signed these additional forms and these photographs have 
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been included in this research  (additional approval dated 30 August 2016, reference number 

017391).  

Relational Ethics 

In relation to ethics, van Manen (1990) uses the terms tactful thoughtfulness, situational 

perceptiveness and depthful understanding to exemplify the essential elements of pedagogic 

relationships. These indicators of pedagogic competence resonated with my sense of what was 

hoped for in relation to this study and aligned with my position of responsibility regarding ethical 

aspects at the planning stage including strategies to address these. This research includes 

observations of children aged between one and five years of age; hence, some of the children were 

pre-verbal. The ethical issues around engaging young children in research include the question of 

who should decide whether pre-verbal children take part (Dalli & Te One, 2012). Sensitivity to 

children’s different modalities of communication is crucial and reflects the importance of showing 

attentiveness to their desire to be involved and consideration of diverse ways they might express 

themselves. It is important to be receptive to children’s moods and expressions in seeking their 

participation in an ongoing way. I ensured this happened by listening carefully and being respectful 

of children’s rights to be involved or not. In doing so, my stance of considering questions of power 

alongside ethical and methodological issues (Schiller & Einarsdottir, 2009) acknowledged that 

children’s decisions affect them.  

Data Collection Methods 

The following data selection methods were used: participant observation (children and teachers) 

and focus groups discussions (student teachers and teachers).  

 Child observations 

Most phenomenological researchers say that in order to capture the children’s lived experiences, 

the researcher must conduct observations (Moustakas, 1994; Sokolowski, 2000; Vagle, 2014; van 

Manen, 1990). Observations were vital to my data gathering and these were collected through 

participant observation, defined as a “systematic method of data collection that relies on a 

researcher’s ability to gather data through his or her senses” (O’Leary, 2010, p. 209). Participant 

observation involves the researcher in the life and activities of the people, and van Manen (2014) 

contends that “the best way to enter a person’s life-world is to participate in it” (p. 318). The 

strength of using ‘close observation’ with the children in this study is in gaining access the 
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children’s worlds, by experiencing it with them—to “play with them, talk with them, paint, draw 

or follow them into their play spaces, while remaining attentively aware of the way it is for 

children” (van Manen, 2014, p. 318). In phenomenological research, the participants (children and 

teachers) become collaborators in the research project, and sometimes, when children became 

aware of my presence, they would invite me into their play. They would often ask to see their 

photos and videos and on occasions added their own voices, which made for richer stories. 

Unlike a more passive or distant observation, close observation involves “an attitude of assuming 

a close relation, while retaining hermeneutic alertness which allows us to step back and reflect on 

the meaning of the situations” (van Manen, 2014, p. 318). One can be an observer and participant 

at the same time, while still maintaining a certain reflectivity which is natural and free, rather than 

artificial and manipulative. Researcher presence can sometimes close down spontaneous 

expression (such as children’s singing). It is, therefore, important to utilise systems which collect 

‘naturalistic’ data, without disrupting normal daily routines of participants. Audio visual 

recordings and photographs were used in each centre to gather and record observations of young 

children’s experiences in the arts. Observations of children’s engagement in the arts were focused 

on the transformative potential of children’s lived experiences (see Chapter 6). These observations 

were informed implicitly by the research question—What is the nature, or essence, of a child’s 

transformative experience in the arts in early childhood contexts?   

 Teacher observations  

As van Manen suggests, “We gather other people’s experiences because they allow us to become 

more experienced ourselves” (1990, p. 62). Observing the teachers in early childhood centres 

enabled better understanding of their perceptions of lived experiences, as relevant to the second 

sub-question—How might a teacher know that an art experience has been transformative? 

Observing early childhood teachers provided useful insights into answering the question about the 

nature of children’s transformative experiences in the arts. This included invitations to pass 

comment or discuss daily encounters that all informed the phenomenological lived experiences of 

myself and the teachers.  

This question was supported by a commonly understood narrative methodology used in New 

Zealand called Learning Stories, which recognises how observation and documentation are 

fundamental to the educational and knowledge-building processes of children (Carr, 2001). 
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Learning stories acknowledge the tacit, intuitive, culturally and musically or artistically based 

knowledge early childhood education educators create as their imaginations and rationality find 

space to express storied research. Merriam (2001) identifies how documents provide a “ready-

made source of data, easily accessible to the imaginative and resourceful investigator” (p. 112).   

Learning stories are really teacher interpretations of what happened. They most often take the form 

of photos accompanied by anecdotes, re-collected as teachers try to make sense of the children’s 

previous experiences and events. This form of pedagogical documentation makes the children’s 

(and teachers’) learning processes visible in early childhood settings. The teachers’ reflective 

commentary is an integral part which, as I have observed, often links theory and practice. Forms 

of pedagogical documentation used in this research include anecdotal observations, children’s 

work, photographs, audio and video tape recordings and children’s voiced ideas. Many of the 

teachers wanted to share their learning stories about children’s arts experiences through photos, 

learning stories, planning books and children’s portfolios. Although children’s individual and 

group experiences were shared through learning stories, they are not included as an additional data 

source in this thesis.  

 Focus group discussions 

The focus groups took place with both the teachers from the centres and student teachers whose 

practicum experiences were from a range of different centres. Focus group discussions with early 

childhood teachers were used to gather data about the transformative nature of children’s arts 

experiences and enabled my consideration and examination of their impact on their own practice. 

Personal discussions with teachers provided a means of exploring and gathering experiential 

narrative material, stories or anecdotes. The strengths of using focus group discussions lie in their 

contribution to the effectiveness of approaches to experiential learning in the arts, as explained 

from their interpretative phenomenological viewpoint—a descriptive study of whatever appears to 

consciousness precisely in the manner it appears. In other words, the recollections we bring to 

consciousness are interpretations of experiential events where children appear engaged in 

transformative arts experiences in early childhood centres.  

Using focus groups with professionals triggers their memories and reflections and provides rich 

data which allows “multiple voices to be heard at one setting” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 71). In 

considering these discussions, it is important to bear in mind that no two people in the same 
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situation will have the same experience of that situation. Uses of language can bring a conflict 

between language and experience in ways that might convey too much detail of the situation and 

so conjure up new experiences. Massumi (2015) considers language might be “two-pronged:  it is 

a capture of experience which codifies and normalises it, making it communicable through a new 

frame of reference”. At the same time, language can “convey ... singularities of experience” (pp. 

13-14). It is important that teachers ‘surf’ the situation rather than attempt to command it or 

programme it; experiences are not objects—they are us and what we are made of, whether 

interested teacher or child. 

 Focus groups with student teachers 

The student teachers reported their observations and experiences of working with children in the 

arts. As field-based students, their responses were often about practices in their own centres. Focus 

group discussions provided rich data from their observations and experiences during their early 

childhood practicum placements. This phenomenological investigation examines contexts by 

extracting meaning from the student teacher’s perspectives and their interpretations of teaching 

and learning in the arts. Altogether, there were thirteen student teachers from two different teacher 

training institutions who participated, and some participated twice, in the two separate focus 

groups, depending on their availability. They comprised a mix of ages and cultural backgrounds, 

adding breadth and depth to the study, as some of the younger students had come straight to teacher 

education from high school. Each group was asked the same questions about the kinds of arts 

experiences provided at their practicum centres. Their understanding of experience often reflected 

examples they had noted during their practicum experiences. Table 2  provides a timeline for both 

the student teachers’ and teachers’ focus groups. 

Table 2. Timeline of Focus Group Meetings  

Group  Meeting  Participants  

Student teachers from ITE 1  3 August 2015 5 

Teachers from imaginative play centre 9 September 2015 2 

Teachers from seaview centre  28 September 2015 4 

Student teachers from ITE 2  15 October 2015 5 

Teachers from heuristic play centre  4 November 2015 6 

Student teachers from ITE 1 (follow-up) 11 January 2016 4 
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Teachers from cultural performances centre 4 April 2016 5 

Teachers from animal encounters centre 2 August 2016 4 

 

 Focus group questions  

The questions were answered through teacher and student teacher conversations which were 

designed to be open and expansive and encourage participants to talk at length during the focus 

group discussions. The conversations included prompts and probes, which were productive in 

helping participants respond to the questions. A frame of analysis enabled the classification of data 

through categories of descriptive, narrative, structural (setting the scene for participants to recount 

their arts experiences with children), to contrasting, comparative, circular and evaluative. 

Importantly, a teacher may not know that an arts experience has been transformative and the value 

of focus group discussions lies in the way such pedagogical knowledge can be revealed or 

unconcealed. From the responses to the three research questions, an examination of how learning 

experiences facilitated by early childhood teachers and student teachers might impact on children’s 

learning in the arts was possible. The model provided by Smith et al. (2009, p. 60) enabled me to 

construct a conceptual framework for the diverse types of questions (see Table 3). 

Table 3. General Focus Group Questions About Experience (Student Teachers and Teachers) 

 What is an experience in an early childhood setting? Structural 

1. What kinds of arts experiences are provided at your centre? Descriptive 

2. What kinds of arts experiences are you involved in? Narrative 

3. How did you go about setting up these experiences with children?  Structural 

4. What were the main differences between experiences which you 

provided and those of other teachers? 
Contrasting 

5. Would it be possible to reproduce the experience with a different group 

of children? 
Comparative 

6. Which art forms do you think the children enjoy the most?  Evaluative 

7.  How did you feel after being involved in arts experiences with young 

children? 
Comparative 

8. What kinds of arts experiences would you like to plan and provide for 

children? 
Comparative 

9. How effective do you think your approaches are to teaching the arts? Evaluative 

10.  How do you think your teaching impacted on children’s learning in the 

arts?  
Evaluative 
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11. Do you think you would teach this arts experience in the same way again 

if the opportunity arose? 
Comparative 

12. What makes you feel encouraged and what constrains your participation 

in arts experiences? 
Evaluative 

13. What is your philosophy of teaching and learning in, through and 

about the arts? 

Structural 

14. How central are arts experiences to the early childhood curriculum? Evaluative 

15. How does Te Whāriki provide guidance for you regarding the arts? Structural 

16. How did you and the children participate in these arts experiences?  Evaluative 

 What is a transformative experience and how do we know when an 

experience has been transformative? 

Structural 

17. What do you think it is like for children to have a sensory experience?  Evaluative  

18. How do you feel when you have had a new experience in the arts?   Evaluative 

19. What do you think it is like to have an experience in the arts which was 

also emotional?  

Evaluative   

20. Can you recall any experiences in the arts which you have had with 

children which have changed your perception? 
Evaluative 

21. What is an example of a meaningful arts experience for children? Evaluative 

22. Are some experiences more educational than others? Prompt 

 

Data Analysis Approach  

The first step in data analysis was to actively engage with the data collected from the children’s 

experiences of the arts at the centres. I was looking for phenomenological responses in order to 

classify and categorise key concepts as emergent themes.  The photos and stories of children’s 

engagements in the arts were reviewed individually, using the developing theory of experience 

based on Dewey’s principles. The selection resonated with some of the theoretical ideas discussed 

in Chapters 2 to 4. In addition, historical perspectives, philosophical and theoretical underpinnings 

helped identify key aspects and criteria for transformative lived experience. Early and ongoing 

inductive data analysis enabled me to refine the focus, select methods of interpretation and draw 

out, develop and code these emergent patterns, themes and theories.   

Child Participants  

Once I had familiarised myself with the various environments of each centre involved in this study, 

I began to observe and interact with the children. My selection of experiences to record was guided 

by the children’s levels of involvement in arts experiences. Field notes, photos and video 
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recordings were used to gather descriptions of individual and group experiences in the arts in each 

centre. These experiences were filed and named in separate folders under their respective centres. 

In total, 91 experiences, 1055 photos and 137 video recordings were made. Table 3 provides a 

summary of observation data formats obtained from centres. 

Table 4. Observation Data Formats Obtained From Centres  

Child participant’s ethnicity 

and ages  

Centre 

pseudonyms 

No. of 

children  
Data in photo, video and 

story forms  

1. Teuila  

(Samoan/European) 3 yrs 

Heuristic play 

(HP)  

2 Dance, music,  movement, 

imaginative play and visual 

arts  

2. Ella  

(European) 3 yrs 

 Music, movement and 

imaginative play 

3. Seo-yun 

(Korean) 4 yrs 

Imaginative 

play (IP) 

2 Dramatic play and dance 

4. Catherine  

(European) 4 yrs  

 Dramatic play 

5. Masina  

(Samoan) 3 yrs 

Cultural 

performances 

(CP) 

3 Music - Sound exploration  

6. Sefina  

(Samoan) 3 yrs 

 Sound exploration 

7. Penina  

(Samoan) 4 yrs 

 Dance and performance 

8. Milan  

(Hungarian) 4 yrs 

 Seaview (SV) 3 Painting 

9. Hannah  

(European/Māori) 4 yrs 

 Collage 

10. Rosie  

(European) 4 yrs 

 Modelling  

11. Marcus  

(European) 4 yrs  

Animal 

encounters (AE) 

10 Drawing and storytelling  

12. Emily  

(European) 4 yrs  

 Drawing and storytelling  

13. Kaia (Samoan) 4 yrs  Imaginative Play  

14. Micah 2 yrs  Drawing crab 

15. Abby (European) 4 yrs   Drawing 

16. Aldo (European) 4 yrs  Drawing 

17. Mikayla (European) 4 yrs  Drawing and storytelling 
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18. Tira (European) 4 yrs  Drawing and storytelling 

19. Alex (European) 3 yrs  Drawing and storytelling 

20. Ethan (European) 4 yrs  Drawing and storytelling 

Total:  20  

 

Approaches to experiential learning in the arts are explained from the participants’ (childrens’) 

phenomenological viewpoint – their own lived experiences. After completing my observations at 

each centre, I refamiliarised myself with each of these experiences. I applied an interpretive 

thematic analysis as based on the criteria for experience and transformative experience, outlined 

in the previous literature review chapters (2 to 4). Initial codes which recognised transformation 

were developed such as I (imagination); P (play) Im (impulse). Thematic analysis emphasises 

pinpointing, examining, and recording patterns (or "themes") within data. These themes identified 

patterns across the various data sets which described “transformative experience” and were 

associated to my 3 research questions. An analytic focus enabled me to draw attention to the 

participants attempts to make sense of their experiences in the arts. Within the experiential material 

gathered, similarities and differences were noted alongside nuances. The childrens material was 

organised into vignettes and the student teachers and teachers data grouped emergent themes into 

clusters.  

Teacher and Student Teacher Focus groups  

Including different teacher and student groups in this research meant that each participant could 

speak to the topic in a different way. The groups often reflected examples from their own practice, 

thus developing their shared understanding of transformative experience. In transcribing the audio 

recordings from the focus groups, I was able to become more familiar with these conversations 

and the way their emergent themes and meanings resonated. Transcripts from each focus group 

were read through, generally to pick up on any relevant expressions. In the second reading, the 

participants’ responses were coded and sorted into groups which determined invariant constituents, 

such as their ability to capture significant moments or potential to be abstracted and labelled. At 

this stage irrelevant expressions were excluded to enable horizontalisation of the participant’s 

linear experiences through the whole-part-whole process. Invariant constituents were clustered and 

thematised to reflect emergent themes around transformative experience in the arts in early 

childhood education. This data was then put back into one transcript for each focus group 
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(teachers’ focus group and student teachers’ focus group), thus creating individual textural 

descriptions of the experience via verbatim examples from the transcribed discussions.  

Focus groups were used with both student teachers and teachers because of their potential to inform 

principles for a developing conceptual framework about transformative experience in the arts in 

early childhood education. This discussion is presented in Chapter 9. The purpose of the focus 

group questions was to probe phenomenological experiences of the student teachers and teachers 

by seeking their understanding of perceptual processes involved in arts experiences. The research 

questions were revisited to identify how a teacher (or student teacher) might know that an arts 

experience has been transformative and what conditions promote or inhibit the transformative 

potential of experience in and through the arts in early childhood education.  

The method for preparing the questions to inform the focus groups, for both student teachers and 

teachers, was based on Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) (Smith et al., 2009). The 

questions typically moved between “primarily narrative and descriptive sequences towards those 

where the participant is more analytic or evaluative” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 59). A series of open-

ended questions included “descriptive, narrative, structural, contrasting to evaluative and 

comparative” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 60). The two levels of this empirical phenomenological 

approach emerged as Level 1 (descriptive) and Level 2 (interpretation and reflective analysis). The 

initial questions were descriptive, narrative and structural, setting the scene for participants to 

recount descriptive accounts of their arts experiences with children.  

Thematic Analysis 

A number of salient themes emerged from the student teachers’ transcripts and once categorised 

these contributed towards a conceptual framework which aligned with the data. A theme is “a 

phrase or sentence that identifies what a unit of data is about or what it means” (Saldaňa, 2009, p. 

139). From the application of IPA (Smith et al., 2009), four key categories emerged. The emerging 

key themes were analysed through the varied questions suggested by Smith and colleagues (2009, 

p. 60), and these became the first set of  focus group questions (1-4):  

1. Conditions for experience—themes such as: frequency and variety of media and 

materials; availability of context for quality experiences; responsive to daily rhythm; 

process and product; and child initiated and/or teacher framed events.  

What is an experience in an early childhood setting? 
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2. Effective approaches—themes such as: children’s interests and strengths; student 

teachers interest and strengths; teacher’s role and responsibility.  

Teaching approaches which encourage experiences to emerge. 

3. Pedagogy and philosophical underpinnings—themes such as: responsive/reflective 

teacher practitioners; ‘art-full’ pedagogies and experiences and equity so that all 

children’s contributions are valued.  

Understanding the philosophy and theory of experience and its implications for 

early childhood teachers. 

4. Qualities of transformative experiences—themes such as: experiences run their course to 

fulfilment; children’s emotions and efficacy supported by teacher confidence in arts 

contexts; heightened sensory (aesthetic) responses and creative impulses, improvisation 

and meaning making.  

What is a transformative experience and how do we know when an experience has 

been transformative? 

Key themes and patterns helped determine answers to the main question: What is the nature or 

essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early childhood contexts? The aim 

was to determine what a transformative experience in the arts means for the children (teachers 

and student teachers) who have had the experience. The following themes, originally introduced 

in Chapters 3 and 4, were reinforced during the process of observing children: impulse, play and 

imagination; active (doing), passive (undergoing); heightened sensory perception and aesthetic 

engagement; affect (emotion, efficacy and flow); creative impulses, improvisation and meaning 

making; transformative experience through two philosophically theorised terms included 

Erlebnis (a single experience) and Erfahrung (a sequence of experiences). The children’s 

specific transformative experiences became vignettes, with photos used to enhance the narrative 

and presentation as informed by the writings on transformative experiences (Dewey, 2005; 

Eisner, 2002; Gadamer, 1960/2004; Massumi, 2015). These key themes were used for student 

teachers and teachers, not only on a personal level of transformation but through the way they 

recognised experience and transformative experience. These themes are brought together in the 

discussion chapter (Chapter 9) through triangulation (see Table 5) 

Table 5. Data Analysis Plan for Participant Groups 
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Research Questions 

What is the nature or essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early childhood 

contexts? 

How might a [student] teacher know that an arts experience has been transformative? 

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and through the arts 

in early childhood education? 

Children: Observations of 

children and teacher/child 

interactions 

Teachers: Teacher focus group 

analysis 

Student Teachers: Student teacher 

focus group analysis 

Data collection methods 
Photos, videos and stories 

 

Audio recordings – transcribed 

 

Audio recordings – transcribed 

Interpretation and analysis methods: Emergent themes (thematic clusters) 

 Impulse, play and 

imagination 

 

 Active (doing)/passive 

(undergoing) 

 

 Heightened sensory 

perception and 

aesthetic response 

 

 Affect (emotion, 

efficacy and flow)  

 

 Creative, expressive 

meaning making 

 

 Transformative 

experience 

 

 Erlebnis (single) and 

Erfahrung (a sequence 

of experiences). 

 Impulse, play and 

imagination 

 Active (doing)/passive 

(undergoing)  

 Heightened sensory 

perception and aesthetic 

response 

 Affect (emotion, efficacy 

and flow) 

 Creative impulses, 

improvisation and meaning 

making 

 Teacher-child transformation 

 Impulse, play and imagination 

 Active (doing)/passive 

(undergoing)  

 Heightened sensory perception 

and aesthetic response 

 Affect (emotion, efficacy and 

flow)  

 Creative impulses, impulses, 

imporovisation and meaning 

making 

 Student teacher transformation 

Conditions for experience: 

 Media and materials 

 Contextual considerations  

 Responsive to daily rhythm 

 Open-ended freedom of 

expression  

 Child-initiated-teacher led  

 Process/product  

Effective Approaches: 

 Childrens’ interests and 

strengths 

 Teachers’ interests and 

strengths 

 Teachers’ roles and 

responsibilities 

 Philosophical and Pedagogical 

underpinnings: 

 Responsive, reflective 

practitioners 

 ‘Art-full’ experiences 

 Equity so all contributions 

are valued 

 Te Whāriki’s guidelines 

Conditions for experience: 

 Media and materials 

 Contextual considerations  

 Responsive to daily rhythm 

 Open-ended freedom of 

expression  

 Child-initiated-teacher led  

 Process/product  

Effective Approaches: 

 Children’s interests and strengths 

 Teacher’s interests and strengths 

 Practical considerations   

 Teachers’ role and responsibility 

 

  

 Philosophical and Pedagogical 

underpinnings: 

 Responsive, reflective 

practitioners 

 ‘Art-full’ experiences 

 Equity so all contributions are 

valued 

 Te Whāriki’s guidelines 
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Summary  

This chapter has explained the qualitative phenomenological research methodology used in this 

study to explore the transformative potential of children’s experiences in the arts. The methods 

described include focus group discussions and observations of children and teachers, and the 

resulting student teachers’ and teachers’ stories about children’s engagement in arts experiences 

in early childhood settings. The researcher’s place in this study was presented, together with ethical 

considerations. The chapter has described the emerging qualitative approach which included the 

various data collection methods used to address the research questions. Descriptions of research 

settings included participant selection and procedures and instruments used to collect, manage, 

interpret and analyse data. In conclusion, this chapter has examined why audio visual and narrative 

techniques of presentation have formed the basis of this thesis. 

This research has been defined as a phenomenological investigation, designed to enable student 

teachers and teachers in early childhood settings to consciously revisit their lived experiences and 

voice their thoughts about learning and teaching through the arts. I used phenomenology because 

it examines phenomena capable of being experienced, an indeterminate zone between our 

predetermined assumptions and interpreted experiences. The structure of the experiences and 

interpretation of research participant’s stories was described through my own reflections. 

The next three chapters (Chapters 6, 7 and 8) provide the data and findings from the children, 

practising teachers and student teachers who participated in this research. Each chapter addresses 

the groups of participants and key themes emerging through the data. The transformative 

experiences of children from five early childhood centres involved in this study are examined in 

the next chapter (Chapter 6), which further explores ways of determining transformative 

experience. The findings are presented as vignettes, which aim to balance description with 

interpretation, enhanced with photographs to provide rich and informative narratives. 
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I do not think that the dancing and singing of even little children can be explained wholly 

on the basis of unlearned and uninformed responses to then existing objective conditions. 

Clearly there must be something in the present to evoke happiness. But the act is 

expressive only as there is in it a unison of something stored from past experience, 

something therefore generalised with present conditions. (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 74) 
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Chapter 6: Children’s Transformative Experiences 

Introduction 

Central to the data presented in this chapter is the main research question:   

What is the nature and essence of a child’s transformative experience in the  arts in early 

childhood contexts? 

Dewey regards experience as action-based or embodied; it is an experience of transformation 

which might be framed as the accumulation, retention, reinforcement, reflection on and 

transference of the experience into new contexts. Transformative experiences are important 

because they can have a powerful impact on children’s learning and individual identity. The 

observations of children’s engagement in the arts illuminate how the arts draw children’s attention 

to their experience of the world, enabling them to meaningfully transfer moments of lived 

experience into their own perceptions of the world as they dance, make music, artworks and poetry 

or engage in role-play. 

This chapter presents a series of vignettes from the researcher’s observations of children at the 

early childhood centres involved in this study. The term vignette comes from the French word 

vigne, meaning small vine, and vignettes are usually described as short stories or scenarios which 

often use imagery to depict events and actions. Use of vignettes enabled me to bring to life the 

nuanced stories about children’s engagement in the arts, while at the same time interpreting and 

contextualising underpinning theories around transformative experience.  According to 

Richardson (1997), vignettes provide a ‘crystallisation’ of understanding for both the reader and 

the author. The children in these vignettes were engaged in forms of art-making and these often 

emerged from free play, although not always.  

This chapter comprises twenty-one vignettes which each relay a specific transformative experience 

or set of experiences. Pseudonyms and initial codes were developed for each centre in order to 

preserve their anonymity: 

Heuristic play centre (HP) 

1. Traditional tales with heuristic play materials 

2. Playing music together  

3. Teuila dances to “Ring-a-Roses” 

4. Discovering the joy of movement and dance  
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Imaginative play centre (IP) 

5. The hospital story  

 

Cultural performances centre (CP) 

6. Sound exploration 

7. Siva Samoa  

8. Samoan haka  

9. The ‘ava ceremony  

 

Seaview centre (SV) 

10.  Passion for painting  

11.  Pohutukawa tree seascape 

12.  The Gingerbread Man gets a skateboard  

13.  Collecting treasures 

14.  Engagement with collage materials 

15.  Hannah’s sand collage 

 

Animal encounters centre (AE) 

16. Fish explorations 

17. The colourful world of fish  

18.  Abby teaches Aldo 

19.  Emily authors her drawings 

20.  The Rosie Posie stories 

21. Drawing and graphic narative play   

 

The vignettes were informed by researcher observations and field notes and they include the 

photographs and videos used to gather and record observations of young children. Each vignette 

selection was based on the data analysis process described in the methodology (Chapter 5) and 

resonates with the theoretical ideas about transformative experience previously discussed within 

the literature review (Chapter 4). The series of vignettes draw on four arts areas: dance (toi 

kanikani); drama (toi whakaari); music (toi pūoro) and the visual arts (toi ataata). As 

phenomenological research, the vignettes draw on the lived experiences of participants (children, 

teachers and the researcher). Researcher reflections are used at the end of each series of vignettes 

to describe, interpret and contextualise underpinning theories around transformative experience. 

Each vignette (or series of vignettes) describes the action or event, prior to providing a brief 

researcher interpretation. The vignettes are arranged by centre, with participants’ experiences 

linked over time. The first vignette begins with a spontaneous story-telling event, and in the same 

centre, a young child’s play-full dance, extends into a rich and art-full journey. The chapter 

concludes with a series of flowing experiences emerging from a fish theme, which builds 
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children’s insights and understandings of their natural world, resulting in significant 

transformation over time.  

Heuristic Play Centre 

This teaching space, designed for two- and three-year-old children, has been envisaged and 

developed in the manner of the Reggio Emilia approach, with the environment regarded as the 

‘third teacher’.  The open, indoor-outdoor flow of the room creates a natural ambience, as fabrics 

draped from the high ceilings dance when a light breeze touches them. Imaginative spaces pay 

attention to the aesthetics of the room, having been purposively and freshly set up to invite 

children’s exploration and play through a variety of learning modes. The environment speaks to 

children, inviting their participation, offering them opportunities to investigate and explore. 

Different tables and areas are set up in enticing ways, offering heuristic play objects for children 

to handle and explore (see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. One imaginative space. 

A variety of coloured and textured fabrics serve to invite and encourage children’s imaginative 

and poetic responses through storytelling and imaginative play. The teachers give thoughtful 

attention to the arrangement of space, conceptualising it as a key source of educational provocation 

and insight. Each teacher contributes to this attractive, harmonious setting with traces of their ideas 

and work reflective of their affirmation of children’s natural creativity and curiosity.  

The following recorded observation in an early childhood environment specifically designed for 

two- and three-year-old children, highlights a child’s interest in telling stories. This centre’s 

philosophy aligns with the Reggio Emilia approach conceptualising play materials as ‘loose parts’ 
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and ‘ephemeral art’ by promoting ‘heuristic play’—from the Greek term heuriskein meaning to 

‘find’.  

 Vignette 1. Traditional tales with heuristic play materials.  

Ella’s interest in telling stories caught my attention. She came into the storytelling space, 

watched the other children for a while and then started gathering materials from the heuristic 

play resources. She specifically laid them out and began to recite the nursery rhyme Mary, Mary 

Quite Contrary as she put the assorted items under a green silky chiffon scarf (see Figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2. Ella creates her own story with heuristic play materials. 

Ella knew the nursery rhyme well because her teachers had used it at mat time, but she had not 

sung the song at the centre for some time and so her teachers were amazed that Ella could recall 

the rhyme so well after so long. 

A week later, Ella came back to the same space and gathered logs, pebbles and a prism. With 

her teacher helping her to make a bridge, she told the story of Three Billy Goats Gruff. Ella 

used the materials to enact the billy goats crossing the bridge, and her teacher was the 

storyteller. Once finished with that story, she initiated another traditional tale. “This is the story 

of the Three Little Pigs”, she said, using the heuristic play materials to represent the wolf and 

the pieces of log as houses. Ella covered each house with a coloured scarf.  She became the 

story-teller narrating all the actions by herself. A favourite part for her was the repetitive refrain 

where the big bad wolf “huffed and he puffed and he blowed the house down”. 

 Researcher Reflection (The potential of heuristic play materials) 

Ella was very motivated to represent stories using materials, especially fabrics. She took passive 

objects and manipulated them, not by chance but with a clear concept in mind and a demonstration 

of a priori (previous) knowledge. The potential of situations, materials and imitation are implicit 

in this vignette. Doing is the active part of an experience, which is made explicit in the term 
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experiment (Dewey, 2005). These collected experiences developed over time can produce further 

transformation in how a child thinks, enacts and comes to know.  

The next vignette captures a shared moment of playing music together as Ella engages in  music 

making alongside her friends and teacher.  

 Vignette 2: Playing music together 

Ella sat with a group of six children who were gathered around a piece of fabric, while their 

teacher sang and strummed on her ukulele. Children could come and go as they liked and each 

child participated in their own way. Some children were strumming their ukuleles, while others 

were intent on feeling the beat using both hands to pat the drums to the rhythm of the words: 

“up and down” (ta-ta-ta- rest). Ella strummed the ukulele while singing the well-known 

children’s song The Wheels on the Bus (see Figure 3). Her teacher sang and played very slowly, 

coordinating her singing as she changed chords.  

 

Figure 3. Ella and the group of children play music together. 

Ella became a watchful, listening and receiving participant who observed how others 

performed. For Ella, mastering a new tuned instrument became a new experience. As she 

positioned the ukulele against her chest, she strummed across the strings rhythmically. She was 

engaged in listening intently to each part of the song as it unfolded. Sometimes the group 

mimed the actions to the song, patting their hands on their noses—for beep, beep, beep—or 

closing arms together to indicate shutting the doors. 

Everyone joined in the refrain (“All day long…”), and as each verse finished, the teacher 

stopped playing to prompt ideas for the next part of the song: “Is there anything else you can 

remember on the bus?” Ella responded, “People,” and the teacher prompted “What do people 

do, Ella?” Ella replied, “Up and down”. The song started up again and Jian came around the 

corner holding two sticks. He was ready to join in and, standing at the back, he tapped his 

sticks to a steady rhythm which fitted the occasion perfectly. What else can we do on the bus?” 

Teuila replied: “A door!” The teacher asked “What does the door do Teuila?” Teuila replied, 

showing actions with her arms, “Open and shut”. “Alright!” said the teacher. “Are we ready 

then? Here we go.” When the teacher prompted the children with “Anything else?”, Naomi 

responded, “A driver says please sit down”. “Does he say it in a kind voice or a grumpy voice?” 

asked the teacher. “A grumpy voice!” replied Liling. “Okay! Let’s practise our grumpy voice 

then” replied the teacher. When Teuila objected, “No – happy!” the teacher replied, “Okay, 
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we’ll try a happy voice then”.  The children knew the last part of the song was coming up and 

their teacher said “Well done!”  

 Researcher Reflection (Communication through shared group music-making) 

As discussed in Chapter 5, this centre was invited to be involved in the research because of its 

aesthetic environment which included thoughtfully designed learning spaces for children. In 

addition to a rich visual arts curriculum, regular storytelling and music opportunities were 

provided. Listening to familiar stories and playing musical instruments held great intrinsic interest 

for all of these children by inviting their exploration of imagery and sound through their expressive 

possibilities. It appeared to me that the teachers played a big part in encouraging these children to 

explore storytelling and sound-making through their voices, bodies and instruments by setting up 

an environment which was responsive to dramatic and musical play.  

The availability of music-making was enhanced by their teacher’s confidence to learn and play 

alongside the children. Children are a perfect supportive audience for anyone learning an 

instrument; they seem completely non-judgemental and accepting of novice efforts. They were 

focused on the musical moment, attuned to timbre, melody and rhythm as they sang and strummed 

or drummed alongside their teacher. The children’s engagement in playing music, either as 

participants or observers, heightened their awareness of the characteristics of instruments as a form 

of expression (ukulele, drums and sticks). They knew when to start and stop, responding to their 

teacher as they kept steady time, and they explored tempo, strumming and drumming fast and loud 

as their teacher played faster. These experiences demonstrated a transformation of musical skills 

and knowledge of concepts as evidenced in their awareness of musical elements—ability to feel 

the beat, form, dynamics (soft and loud), tempo (fast and slow) and rhythm (duration of notes that 

form a pattern). The children also needed to focus, listen, follow cues, take turns, be observant and 

wait for short periods of time. The experiences transformed their ability to listen and respond, 

skills essential in life to engaging with music and movement physically and also in thinking about 

music. 

These aspects added a valuable dimension to the programme, and when I visited the centre the 

following week Ella could not wait to tell me how dancers need musicians, as she mimicked 

playing a piano while her friend Teuila danced.  
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The next vignette takes place in the same centre and introduces Teuila, who initiated the dance 

“Ring-a-Roses” with a group of children. This vignette also includes friendship as an act of art, 

where several children respond to one child’s interest. 

I first met Teuila in the middle of the room, in the same space where teachers engage the children 

in storytelling or music circles. Teuila’s impulse to dance seemed to hold past values (from her 

previous experience) and her expression appeared to be inspired and evoked by feelings of 

happiness. Transformative experience includes joy in music as well as affirmation (MoE, 1996, p. 

73). Teuila drew on the immediacy of the moment, improvising expressive movements and 

realising new potential. When Teuila immersed herself, she transformed the situation by letting it 

go where it took her. Teuila was transformed by the experience herself and so were her friends. 

 Vignette 3: Teuila dances to “Ring-a-Roses” 

Teuila had discovered a space for herself and her friends by holding hands with a group of 

children and forming a circle. She engaged their participation in the song “Ring-a-Roses” (see 

Figure 4). As they held hands together and walked in a circle, the children coordinated their 

movements together. Teuila sang “All fall down”, and her friends all moved to the ground 

together. Teuila laughed at the part where they sat down on the floor together.  

 

Her laughter was contagious and encouraged new friends to continue the game. “Let’s Go!” 

said Teuila as she jumped up, helping a new friend join hands with the other children. They 

formed a circle and were ready to go again. Teuila sang as she moved the group in a circle: 

“Ring-a-ring o’ roses, a pocket full of posies; a-tishoo! a-tishoo! We all fall down.”  The 

children seemed to be attracted to elemental nature of this melody, with its musical fall, a 

minor third interval (soh-me). The combination of singing with movement incorporated 

rhythmic patterned language and predictable rhyme with dynamics. Perhaps it was the 

pentatonic simplicity and rhythm that helped them remember the melody and improvise 

words.  

Teuila sang the song over again, letting the music guide the children’s movements as she led 

them around in the circle. More children came to join in the dance.Teuila used a lot of energy 

Figure 4. Teuila leads the dance. 
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to coordinate and involve her friends in this dance. Her voice and body enabled her direction 

of the tempo and duration of the movements. As Teuila repeated the dance over, more children 

joined in (see Figure 5). The other children seemed drawn to this experience and holding hands 

together helped maintain their active involvement. The interactive nature of dance and singing 

enabled a sharing of traditional literature in playful, enjoyable circumstances.  

  

 

Figure 5. More friends join in. 

 Researcher Reflection (Spontaneous play-full dance-making by singing and dancing) 

In this vignette (Teuila dances Ring-a-Roses), Teuila gathered the children together in a circle, 

inviting them to match movements with the melodic rhythm and beat of this familiar song. Teuila 

became a dance-maker, an active agent, drawn to respond to music through movement, through 

her senses—hearing, seeing and feeling—accompanied with experimental vocalisation and body 

movement.  She began to realise her potential as a dancer, discovering musical form and the dance 

elements of space, tempo and level.  

Teuila welcomed them repeatedly, promoting emerging social skills within this musical theme 

which explores ‘lead and follow’ roles. The experience also fostered body awareness as the 

children used their voices, legs and arms to move together in a circular direction. Their 

concentration was enhanced as they listened for changes and subsequent moves with cues from 

the descending melody of the words “We all fall down”.  

Teuila’s expression through song and dance illustrates the key ideas of impulse and imagination 

within play-full dance making. Her expression first in play, rhythmic movement, gesture and 

make-believe, became more definite and sought outlet in shaping raw materials into tangible form 

through embodied knowing. Teuila’s impulse developed from a desire to engage with music by 

moving—“the beginnings of complete experience” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 61). The child’s 

impulse is given form when an act which might be “first performed as a result of sheer internal 

pressure is capable of becoming an act of true expression” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 65).   
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Dance is a form of playfulness which enables children to experience new feelings, recognise their 

own culture and even explore historical traditions. Campbell et al (2006) reminds us that “singing 

games may have survived many generations because of the joy they bring to children” (p. 139). 

Dance is a product of culture which can transcend barriers of difference and dancing together also 

creates positive partnerships. In the next vignette, Teuila first reveals her interest in the song “Let 

it Go” when one of the children in the over-twos room brought along the Frozen (Disney, 2013) 

CD to share. “Let it Go” is a powerful anthem-like song which had impressed itself on the bodies, 

minds and voices of many children in early childhood settings during 2014 to 2015. The children 

in the centre were continually requesting the song and in this vignette we see how Teuila aspired 

to become the main character, ‘Elsa’, through song and dance. 

 Vignette 4: Discovering the joy of song and dance 

Teuila decided to make use of the fabric pieces for her ‘Elsa cape’. Many children watched as 

she performed this dance and expressed her joy in the music. Teuila utilised the relationship 

between music and gesture, outstretching her arms for the most intense moment, while singing 

the propelling refrain, “Let It Go!” (see Figure 6). At the same time, she spun around, twirling 

her cape in a full circle. As the music reached the dramatic crescendo, Teuila put her hand up 

in the air, singing “the past is in the past”. For the next line she planted her foot to the ground, 

pushing her chest out and head up, singing “Here I stand”.  
 

 

Figure 6. Teuila used her fullest energy to interpret the song and convey its power and 

momentum. 

 Researcher Reflection (Expression through integration of song, movement and dance) 

Performing “Let it Go” became an opportunity for Teuila to explore her expressiveness through 

voice and body, a facet of experience which is very important. Teuila, as an active music listener, 

responded aesthetically to this familiar music through voice and bodily expression. Her ever-
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growing knowledge of the dance and lyrics empowered her as a leader during these renditions. In 

Vignette 4, Teuila extended her gestures using coloured capes. The capes disrupted the original 

flow, modulating the action into a more complex series of movements. Both her costumes and 

movements showed transformation of energy into thoughtful action. Teuila seemed to draw on her 

previous experience, grasping the meaning of an act by using it to express herself. The junction 

between old and new revives old material by re-creating it—an example of undergoing.  

Teuila decided the capes were the perfect prop for dancing and many children followed her lead. 

They saw how her cape moved as she spun around and enabled new discoveries. The teachers 

supplied more so that the other children could engage in creative movement. They also created a 

dance space, moving the furniture away to enable children’s exploration of their capabilities in a 

large space. The children used their bodies expressively to create shapes, steps and patterns. A 

large projected screen was set up to display videos of Tchaikovsky’s ballet Swan Lake (1876), 

Ballet on Ice (2014), and Riverdance (a popular Irish dance production). This backdrop was freely 

available in order to give children time and space to develop their ideas. Teuila watched the Swan 

Lake ice-skaters projected on the wall and she used their movements to inspire and extend her own 

dance moves (pirouettes and twirls).  

The children’s listening skills were encouraged by classic orchestral pieces—Grieg’s In the Hall 

of the Mountain King (1876), Saint-Saëns’ Carnival of the Animals (1886) and Tchaikovsky’s 

Swan Lake, used to focus on shade, dynamics or motor expression. The children transformed sound 

into bodily responses, using their imaginations and building on their lived experiences. While 

listening to Carnival of the Animals, their responses were embellished with their own ideas. The 

stories were used during the children’s mat times to invite them to relate to events and respond to 

the mood and tempo of the music.  

The teachers saw the movie Frozen as a catalyst for explorations which spanned both the 

performing and visual arts. During my visits to various early childhood settings, I had seen many 

children respond to this song through singing, dancing or performing the story. I noticed how 

different teachers responded, seeing which of them were open to the children’s ideas. The teachers 

at this centre introduced dance experiences into children’s lives by integrating dance and music 

with drama and the visual arts, transforming the space and setting the scene to heighten these 
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experiences (see Figure 7). A variety of visual arts media included drawing and painting, clay 

modelling and sculpture, used to explore an array of music and movement possibilities.  

 

Figure 7. Enticing spaces: tableau with ballet paintings by Degas (1881) and Afremov 

(2015). 

 

Clay and loose materials enabled children to express dance and movement patterns as they thought 

about how to pose their bodies while moving. The movements of the ballerinas were interpreted 

through drawing and painting via a sense of flowing colour. Teuila’s teacher Teresa wrote in a 

learning story: “Teuila further explored the possibilities of creative movement through different 

kinds of music. She created her own personal narrative through…drawing and painting 

experiences. Her contribution was significant and…her understanding of the arts has grown in 

complexity” (Teresa, HP). (See Figure 8.) 

 

Figure 8. Teuila expressed the flow and colours of movement and dance. 



117 

  

Imaginative Play Centre 

This community-based early childhood centre is supported by local artists who often join the 

children and teachers for live dance and drama experiences. The performing arts are valued here, 

aligned with the teaching team’s passion for children’s visual art, which is promoted regularly 

through art exhibitions. After having visited the centre for a few weeks, I had noticed an interest 

in fantasy play. A group of children conversed about their dreams, linking these to an identification 

with superhero characters. The children would enact stories outdoors in the garden, such as looking 

for dinosaur eggs, as well as engaging in indoor family play.  

 Vignette 5: The hospital story 

These children were usually highly energetic and deeply engaged in exploring their 

environment. However, one lunchtime I noticed they seemed quieter than usual. I found out 

later on that they had just participated in a ‘fish funeral’ (burial ceremony) after their fish had 

died that morning. I decided to cheer them up, reminding them of the lovely sunny day outside 

and what fun it would be when they went out to play. After lunch several children headed 

outdoors, some riding bikes, others exploring the climbing area, garden, sandpit and other 

areas. A child who had slipped on a rock seemed upset, so I went to see if she was alright. She 

was fine, and as two boys rode by on their bicycles pretending to be ambulance drivers, I saw 

an opportunity for process drama: “Look, here comes the ambulance!” I said (see Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9. The kind nurse asks the poorly patient, “What do you need to make you better?” 

The two girls decided to enact the sick patient and comforting nurse and the two large rocks 

became a bed. Two boys were already in role as ambulance drivers and they helped create a 

tableau by bringing over large plastic crates, containers and lids for a hospital space. The 

ambulance drivers decided to deliver medicines: “This is a box for the medicine.”  They 

waited to see the patient’s reaction, but the patient said, “My tummy is sore now”.  The nurse 

said, “It’s just not working. We need to try some different medicines.” She sighed,“We need 

some different stuff. Here comes the ambulance again with two new medicines.” “Here’s 

some more juice!” she said to her patient. More bikes and scooters arrived and more children 

who were curious about how to make the patient better. They offered new medicines using 
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the selection of open-ended materials. One child, as visitor, put leaves into a container; another 

handed the nurse a triangular block of painted wood saying, “Here’s a toy”. The nurse gave 

these to her patient and said “This is special medicine!” The patient accepted the medicine, 

and pretended to taste it, but she shook her head to show that she was not better.  

The nurse cupped her hands, saying “Here’s some water to drink, now you are all better.” The 

patient pretended to drink the water.  She smiled, realising her agency to decide whether to 

become better or not. She flicked it away, indicating she was not going to get ‘all better’ that 

quickly. When the nurse said, “Now you are all better”, the patient responded shaking her 

head and saying “Nope!”  The boys rode off again saying, “I’m going to get another 

medicine”. They arrived back with colourful painted wood from the carpentry table, 

presenting them to the patient in different ways: “This is a special block for if you are sick or 

anything.” The patient put each one to her mouth, but indicated she was not going to feel any 

better (see Figure 10). The nurse offered our patient a toy car while saying, “This special 

medicine, will make you calm”, but the patient shook her head to indicate that she was still 

not better. The newer and larger blocks became books and charts and the nurse even tried 

reading them to find a way to make her patient better. 

 

Figure 10. Fun and humour in pretend play as the story is shaped by their own ideas. 

 Researcher Reflection (Finding truth and empathy through pretend play) 

In the Hospital Scene, a playful experience was transformed into something of meaning, a certain 

kind of truth for the child (Gadamer, 1960/2004). It became the children’s way of getting to and 

recognising the essence of the imagined context of a hospital. Empathy was a prominent part of 

the children’s play, despite the patient’s determination not to get better. Through their 

imaginations, children develop the faculty of forming images which go beyond reality. The 

children’s active imaginations were at work, underpinned by their impressions of how hospitals 

work.  

There is always a creative element to pretend play which allows children to innovate, to imagine 

being someone or something else. The various objects—bicycles, wooden blocks, toy cars—

became part of the children’s undergoing as they mentally transformed these objects into 
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something else. Everyday objects were transformed, as bicycles became ambulances, toy cars, and 

the medicine or pretend water in the nurses cupped hands. In doing so, the children were getting 

to an essence of how hospitals might work. Through their collective experience, their world of 

meaning, they developed their understanding about hospitals and were transformed by the 

experience. Our imaginations lay the groundwork for a lifetime of fantasy and creativity which, 

nevertheless, have their origins in the real. 

The story evolved with many children participating and other children joined the play until even 

the relief teacher was impressed with the drama. The children became completely absorbed in the 

exciting story, which continued for the entire afternoon. They seemed to have completely forgotten 

about the fish incident from earlier in the morning and were instead happy and laughing when I 

left.  

Cultural Performances Centre 

In New Zealand, diverse cultural perspectives are recognised through the variety of early 

childhood education services available, such as Kōhanga Reo (a total immersion Māori language 

programme) and various Pacific Island early childhood centres. Language and culture play a key 

role in children’s learning where both the environment and curriculum reflect cultural traditions. 

These cultural settings are designed to embrace and encourage different cultures and languages, 

enabling them to flourish in their respective communities.  

This centre is a Samoan Language ‘nest’ which is based on a foundation of social values and 

underpinned by Christian spiritual beliefs. The room was welcoming and homelike; its walls 

reflecting Samoan culture through displayed artefacts and objects such as woven mats, tapa cloth 

and variety of artworks.  A painted mural of Samoa provided a backdrop for the children’s mat-

time experience, contributing to their sense of place. The cultural corner resembled a fale (house), 

utilising Samoan architectural concepts of openness and holding nooks and crannies for children 

to retreat to during self-initiated quiet times. Artefacts have a significant function in cultural 

practices and are often used in ceremonies to connect people to their land. These artefacts mirrored 

the culture and life of Samoa. Displayed on the walls were photos of each child’s family, to 

enhance their feeling of belonging.  

Samoan arts experiences connect children to their culture and community through printed fabrics 

and wall displays, the presence of familiar music playing, for singing and dancing, and dishes like 
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those from home being cooked in the kitchen. The children’s artwork which was displayed on the 

walls was reflective of familiar patterns, symbols and motifs. The teachers often dressed in 

traditional Samoan costumes, embellished with the same patterns as on printed siapo cloth, worn 

as a wraparound dress. Spaces were defined by woven flax mats to create boundaries, and materials 

were arranged pleasingly on the tables, with cultural objects such as coconuts and photos of 

Samoan food for the play dough table.  

The children were invited to respond to this environment through the variety of rich natural 

materials and equipment which included feathers, flowers and shells. These sensory experiences 

and objects arouse children’s curiosity, encouraging their sense of wonder and marvel for beautiful 

and special things. Easy access to resources was provided by low shelves which displayed items 

at the children’s height. A low physical barrier separated the under-twos from the over-twos, with 

mixed age grouping often accessible. The teachers recognised the importance of a musical 

environment and the value of providing experiences which embrace children’s cultural identities. 

Charts and laminated books displayed the Samoan song repertoire, with content which often 

reflected Samoan perspectives of people, places and things. A well-presented display of 

instruments was freely accessible for children to explore, including a piano, keyboard, guitar and 

ukuleles, along with a variety of drums and other percussive instruments. These instruments were 

presented in a way that attracted interest and encouraged the children’s curiosity and involvement. 

A musical environment is highly conducive to children’s musicality, and experiences included 

both structured and spontaneous music and dance events. Their mat times were full of energy, 

using a variety of musical songs, chants, dances and games. In addition, the teachers encouraged 

children to recite long verses from the Bible by heart, with prayers, called lotu, also spoken in the 

children’s language (Samoan).  

 Vignette 6: Sound exploration 

In the Cultural Performances centre, enticing spaces are purposively set up each day to 

encourage discovery of sound and music-making. This includes the provision of attractive 

and interesting instruments, such as different types of untuned percussion. The teachers 

respond to children’s sound exploration and often join in by echoing their rhythms or 

extending and adding to them. One morning I observed a group of toddlers engaged in an 

activity the teachers had set up to encourage heuristic play. A collection of colourful stones 

arranged in trays, with cups and empty plastic juice bottles encouraged the children to 

contain, sort, measure or even transport these attractive objects. I was interested to see how 

the children used them in different ways after putting them into empty juice bottles to make 

sound shakers. Masina was delighted with the shaker he had made and began to explore the 
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different sounds by shaking his bottle up and down. Experimentation lays a foundation for 

developing a transformative experience, and he later wandered over to the music area, 

joining a group of children who were playing the instruments.  

In this same setting, Sefina was attracted to a wooden xylophone, exploring its properties by 

first removing the bars to inspect its shape and attributes. As she replaced the bar where she’d 

found it, she picked up a beater to experiment with the available sounds. She was able to 

control the beater and listened to the beautiful sounds she made by running the beater across 

the bars. Sefina savoured a descending glissando melody and repeated this several times.  

She experimented with the affordances of this instrument, discovering rhythm and melody by 

being creative, expressive and imaginative. She used the beater to run back the other way, 

creating an ascending scale and then repeated a rhythm (ta- ti-ti ta-), discovering a pentatonic 

melody (do re me so la), back and forth. The aesthetic nature of her composition, with its 

melodic balance, seemed to entice her further and she sat down on the chair to continue 

playing. Masina joined in, playing his shaker alongside her, and moments later a teacher added 

a drum pattern to accompany their song (see Figure 11). Sefina heard their ideas, extending 

her composition and repeating the first three notes (G, A, B) (do re mi), which became a 

familiar ostinato pattern.  

In this centre, the performing arts are embedded within culturally meaningful activities—part of a 

story of people who learn and share with each other. Music and dance for these Pacific Island 

children “is not separated from learning about life, but part of being immersed in their culture 

alongside adults” (Sansom, 2011, p. 109). The traditional mode of passing on knowledge has 

existed for a very long time within these cultures and contributes to the preservation of cultural 

heritage. Cultural traditions create opportunities for children to experience dance as performers, 

creators and spectators where their views and interests are of primary importance (Bond, 2000). In 

such a context, specific movements or gestures represent cultural meaning, expressions, emotions 

 

Figure 11. Exploring sounds in the cultural performances centre. 
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or ideas. A holistic and corporeal emphasis gives life to the children’s experiences, captured in 

embodied ways.  

The children in the centre frequently engaged in dancing using movements relevant to their music 

while at the same time enhancing their somatic understanding of their cultures. The Samoan word 

for dance is siva and I discovered how this applies to movement and dance with infants and 

toddlers in the under-twos setting.  

 Vignette 7: Siva Samoa  

The toddlers were happily exploring their environment, accompanied by an exciting rhythmic 

song. The teachers alerted their toddlers to this music, saying “Siva, siva”, demonstrating the 

movements with their hands and arms. The children were familiar with this call and keen to 

participate fully. Two children responded first by finding the rhythm, feeling its energy, using 

their legs to bounce up and down to the steady beat. Another two children responded when 

their teachers clapped hands to the rhythm and the others, seeing how their friends responded, 

wanted to join in too. The children who were playing climbed down from their toys to use 

their arms in various ways—swinging them both together and separately. They clapped along 

to the lively rhythm and beat as their teachers called out “Siva, siva”. At the end of the song 

they clapped hands with their teachers, showing recognition that the song had ended. 

In New Zealand, many cultural festivals promote Māori and Polynesian heritage and cultural 

identity through song and dance. An important national performing arts competition for adult 

groups and secondary schools is Polyfest, which exemplifies a proficient level of performance. A 

well-known type of New Zealand performance is the kapa haka, a Māori term, literally meaning 

to form a line (kapa) and dance (haka). The haka is a traditional ancestral war cry, dance or 

challenge and we sometimes refer to haka in Eurocentric terms as a posture dance. The haka dates 

back to pre-European times where it developed from traditional Māori pastimes such as weaponry 

(maurakau). It is best described as a challenge, used to make a point and vent anger. The haka can 

be performed by men and women, with the focus on men in the front and support from the women 

behind.   

The music for kapa haka is primarily vocal, involving rhythmic declamation in triple meter and 

aggressive or challenging facial expressions (pūkana—literal meaning is “glaring”), body 

movements and demeanour. There is often foot stamping, body percussion and grimace presented 

in a synchronisation of action, timing, posture, footwork and sound. In Samoa, the Manu Siva 

Tau is another war dance, similar to the haka, which the Toa Samoa National Rugby League 

team perform before each match. It consists of a rhythmic chant using the repetitive refrain “Le 
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Manu Samoa, Le Manu Samoa, Le Manu Samoa e o mai le Samoa He!”—meaning “The Manu 

Samoa reigns from Samoa”. This genre evolved from a combination of European and Māori 

musical principles.  

A graduation ceremony is a big event every year for this centre, and it includes rich celebration 

with song, music, dance and drama enacted by children. I was fortunate to be invited to observe 

the preparation for this event, seeing the children perform songs in different languages, including 

English and te reo Māori, but mainly in Samoan. 

 Vignette 8: Samoan haka 

Penina had been selected with a team of boys to perform the Samoan haka. He needed to learn 

the words by heart, chant them rhythmically and enact the moves. His actions included: 

slapping hands on knees, puffing out his chest, bending his knees and stomping his feet as 

hard as possible whilst chanting the refrain (see Figure 12).  

Penina summoned up amazing energy for the dance. His actions were vigorous and he 

accompanied the rhythmic chant with all the moves. I saw Penina develop his skills and ability 

to express the emotion of this music. He inspired many other children who watched and joined 

in this performance. On graduation night, Penina performed the Manu Siva Tau, perfectly 

demonstrating all the moves and actions. Many rehearsals were required and these cultural 

performance practices were part of a journey to develop skills. Penina performed competently 

in front of all his friends, parents, family and wh  ānau. 

Figure 12. Performing the haka with energy and vigour. 
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 Vignette 9: The ‘ava ceremony  

The children were practising for their end of year graduation school performance which 

included the ‘ava ceremony, an important custom of Samoa. The word ‘ava is derived from 

the Polynesian word kava, often associated with the kava cultures of Oceania. The 

ritual includes speeches and oratory, along with the formal drinking of ’ava. The ‘aumaga 

(‘ava makers) must follow etiquette and cultural protocol in the making and serving of the 

‘ava, with special attention paid to precedence in drinking order. Women are included, and it 

is an honour to be selected for this ceremony. The children were selected to enact this ritual 

through costume and props. Penina had a main role as one of the chiefs and he was required 

to learn a long speech. He spent weeks learning his dialogue, practising many times in order 

to know the words by heart. Samaria played the role of ‘aumaga, (‘ava maker) and her role 

was to squeeze the coconut husks and extract the juice (see Figure 13).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Researcher Reflection (Cultural performing arts experiences) 

The children’s performing arts experiences build on their ability to listen and respond to elements 

of the music—dynamics, beat and rhythm—through their whole bodies. These forms of 

transformative experience highlight how heightened sensory perception actively involves young 

children’s bodies while listening to music, watching their teachers and undergoing the expressive 

energy of the music. The children discover their creative and expressive selves as they join their 

teachers by responding through accompanying actions and cue words in siva and haka. From 

Gardner’s (1999) perspective, bodily-kinesthetic and musical learnings are apparent. The passive 

body undergoes its own transformation as it embeds and embodies the ability to respond to rhythm 

 

Figure 13. Performing the ‘ava ceremony. 
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through music and movement (kinaesthetic). Over time these developing skills and modes of 

awareness will produce more bodily control in dance, an essential cultural quality for these Samoan 

children.  

In addition, these children in the cultural performances centre were beginning to develop their own 

cultural dispositions as they negotiated their way through the siva, haka and the ‘ava ceremony; it 

was clearly becoming second nature—knowing the ropes and getting a feel for the cultural codes. 

These Pacific Island vignettes illustrate how aesthetic taste contributes towards social order as 

children become equipped with empathy and competence in deciphering cultural relations and 

cultural ceremonial practices. Knowing the social world of the Pacific can be seen, therefore, as a 

structuring activity which intervenes between conditions of existence and practices or 

representations. Dispositions are “acquired in their practical state during an individual’s history 

and function for practice (and not for the sake of pure knowledge)” (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 467). 

Seaview Centre 

This early childhood centre is located in a northern Auckland coastal community. The centre is 

surrounded by views of the ocean stretching to the Hauraki Gulf and East Coast Bays. The visual 

environment for children attending here differs from those of the children who live in the inner 

suburbs. Artistic elements are natural, with land and seascape providing horizons and horizontal 

lines instead of the vertical lines often seen in the city—influencing an important perspective as a 

result of their daily surroundings.  

On my first day visiting this centre, what caught my attention was a large three-dimensional 

painting easel, designed to accommodate four children, set up in the middle of the room which 

attracted a steady flow of children. Painting seemed to occupy a place of prime importance in this 

centre and the teachers provided a range of experiences with different varieties of paint and mixed 

media for the children. As the next vignette shows, painting can provide a transformative medium 

as it offers “many opportunities for invention, problem solving and aesthetic development as well 

as providing outlets for the communication of feelings and allowing the child to come to terms 

with his (sic) world” (Kolbe, 1986, p. 14).  

 Vignette 10: Passion for painting 

Milan was new to the centre and new to New Zealand. He had just completed a painting with 

deep attention to details of line, shape and colour. Painting enabled Milan to journey into the 

landscape of colour and make connections with place. He developed his painting work using 
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a selection of rhythmic lines which merged gracefully to complement each other (see Figure 

14). He considered line, colour and space, allowing his imagination to lead the way. Milan’s 

continued interest in pattern making developed over time. He developed his perceptive skills 

while looking closely and communicating what he could see and think.  

 

Figure 14. Painting encounters provide opportunities to learn about colour through personal 

experience. 

 

 Vignette 11: Pohutukawa tree seascape 

The beach is significant part of landscape for these children and the coast is home to a great 

many Pohutukawa trees, which flower around Christmas time. The children were learning a 

Christmas action song about the Pohutukawa tree.  After a short discussion about a painting 

of a seascape which included Pohutukawa trees, sea and beach (see Figure 15), the children 

were given the opportunity to choose freely from different play and art areas. 

 

Figure 15. Painting of the beach framed by Pohutukawa trees. 

One of the tables was set up for painting with crayons, dye brushes and paper and 

experimentation with coloured dye. The children started to paint, and Milan began by 

sweeping the brush across the page with the colour blue, creating a line which resembled the 

sea. This blue line caught his attention, bringing into presence an inspiration or new idea. He 

continued painting by selecting lines and colours with such artistry that it seemed to capture 

the essence of a seascape. He added layer upon layer of lines whilst seeing and undergoing 

the aesthetic effects of his action (See Figures 16 and 17). 
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Figure 16. Milan added layers of lines which resembled the seascape. 

 Researcher Reflection (Interpreting the natural environment through colour) 

Drawing and painting are powerful tools for young children. They offer intelligent interpretations 

of our emotions and events which take place around us. Milan developed his ability to use tools 

which help to master colour media such as tempera paint, watercolour and pastels and dye. He 

learnt about the ways colours come together and create new colours and the many shades that a 

single hue can generate. He saw how colours can complement and contrast each other. These useful 

skills will be used later by children when drawing or making their ideas visible to others. This 

knowledge helped Milan use colour to express his emotions, represent his world and tell stories.  

Dewey (1934/2005) states that excitement about subject matter can go deep, stirring up meanings 

derived from prior experience. When meanings are aroused into activity, “they become conscious 

thoughts and emotions, emotionalised images. To be set on fire by a thought or scene is to be 

inspired” (p. 68). Milan has experienced being near the sea and his exploration appears to have 

been extended and provoked by the earlier view of an artist’s impression of the seascape. The 

artistic mind stores these images and then brings them out in another form. Visual art experiences 

for young children are invitations to engage in similar processes to those of artists, using both 

expressive elements (colour, light, texture, movement, form and line) as well as emotional, 

intellectual and spiritual processes.  

Dewey (1934/2005) suggests that the act of expression is not something which is added to, or 

interrupts, an inspiration already complete. It is the carrying forward of inspiration to completion 

by means of objective material of perception and imagery. In other words, inspiration and 

expression occur simultaneously and are ongoing. The physical process develops imagination, 
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conceiving it in terms of concrete material, in this case the painting. “Only through the progressive 

organisation of inner and outer material (the internal imagining and outward expression) in organic 

connection with each other, can anything be produced that is not a learned document or illustration 

of something familiar” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 78). 

 

Figure 17. Milan named his painting ‘The Pohutukawa trees’. 

Milan’s ‘artistic’ view was a linear array of colours representative of a seascape—a good example 

of Dewey’s delineation of transformative experience: where impulse is driven to inspiration (from 

experience to expression) as this activity becomes transformative. The physical media may be 

ordered in imagination before the paint is applied or in the subsequent concrete application, with 

process informing the development of the picture. In this case, an activity that was natural 

(spontaneous and unintended) is transformed because it is undertaken to a consciously entertained 

consequence (undergoing, as referred to in Chapter 4). “An act that was once blind is performed 

on purpose” and the child begins to manage and order their activities in relation to the 

consequences (Dewey, 2005, p. 46). An attitude that began as “a natural manifestation of 

impulsion, with no conception of what the completed painting may look like, is transformed into 

an act of art” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 65).  

Perception constitutes the work of intelligence because it involves a relationship between what is 

done and what is undergone. The artist, or child artist, is controlled in the process of their work by 

their grasp of the connection between what they have already done and what they are to do next. 

Therefore, any idea that a child who is painting does not think as intently and penetratingly as one 

writing a story or doing mathematics is absurd. A painter, whether adult or child, must consciously 

undergo the effect of their every brush stroke or they will not be aware of what they are doing and 

where their work is going. Their imagery is objective and the medium (painting) undergoes 
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development. Their interaction with the material further fires their imagination and decision-

making and ongoing refinements enable a “formed product to come into existence” (Dewey, 

1934/2005, p. 69). Clearly, both Milan’s experience and his painted representation had form and 

a structure that reflected an environment with which he was familiar, informed by his visual 

memory and empathy from his experience with the paintings of others.  

The same kindergarten (seaview centre) provides the context for two- to five-year-old children to 

engage in various arts experiences. The children have, over the previous week, been exposed to 

the songs and dances by Tanya Batt (2004, http://www.imaginedworlds.net). Rosie (aged four) has 

a favourite song, The Gingerbread Man, and she enjoys singing while moving and playing the 

ukulele. 

 Vignette 12. The Gingerbread Man gets a skateboard 

The repetitive refrain “Run, run, run, as fast as you can, you can’t catch me I’m the 

Gingerbread Man” is very catchy. Rosie was motivated to create her own experiences through 

music and movement. She loved to sing and dance and often asked for a ukulele. While acting 

out the songs, she would lead the other children by dancing around the floor singing and 

playing (see Figure 18).  

 

 
Figure18. Rosie recreates the story through singing, playing, dancing and modelling. 

 

The next day the teachers had set up a cooking activity and the children made their own 

gingerbread dough. They were so excited to touch and squeeze this malleable material they 

had made themselves. Modelling dough is a wonderful medium for children to explore and 

communicate their ideas in three dimensions. The children could make their own gingerbread 
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people. Rosie was actively involved, rolling out the head and limbs, squashing these flat and 

joining the pieces together. When she discovered she had an extra piece, she had a great idea. 

“My gingerbread man is on a skateboard”, she said (See Figure 18). 

 Researcher Reflection (Interpreting a story through malleable materials)  

The look of surprise on Rosie’s face helps us to see that this experience has been transformative—

the experience of creating is a journey one enters and travels through, one in which a process 

unfolds. For Rosie, new ideas surface through her interaction with materials. As she undergoes 

actions and new ideas, she reveals new knowledge of herself.  Rosie knew The Gingerbread Man 

story well through chanting and singing it. She had played it on ukulele and danced and moved to 

it. In her imagination, the skateboard was a means for the Gingerbread Man to escape a fox, part 

of her interpretation of the story. 

In the case of Rosie, we have Gadamer’s (1960/2004) energy of purpose and the mimesis in the 

pretend gingerbread dough, looking like the real thing—there was, therefore, a kind of truth about 

her activity. Rosie’s actions were emergent and responsive, even if only for a short duration of 

time. Rosie was an active participant, manipulating the passive play dough to make a realistic-

looking gingerbread man and skateboard—the lump of dough undergoing transformation with new 

perceptions. Rosie was empowered by the realism of her creation; therefore, the experience was 

transforming. 

In the same kindergarten the children had watched the growth of tadpoles becoming frogs over the 

summer months. Hannah held a tiny frog in her hands and she placed it upon the large leaf she had 

found.  

 Vignette 13: Collecting treasures 

Later that morning Hannah returned with the big leaf to show me her collection of tiny flowers 

and sequins (see Figure 19). The visual and kinaesthetic appeal of these materials invited 

Hannah to think about shapes and patterns and to explore these qualities in an ephemeral way.  
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Figure 19.  After holding a tiny frog, Hannah starts a collection of natural materials. 

In the world of Māori, each of these natural gifts has its own life force, called its ‘mauri’. 

Children respond to the mauri of natural materials at an intuitive level, collecting stones, 

pebbles, feathers, shells and often want to collect and store them. “It is as if children know the 

truth of our interconnectedness which is consciously observed by Māoridom” (Brownlee, 

1993, p. 63). 

After lunch I noticed Hannah experimenting with collage and she played with available 

materials using her own sense of artistic design with skills of cutting, arranging and gluing. A 

process of undergoing with these passive materials invites Hannah to explore concepts of 

shape and size. She decides how to place the pieces in a way which enables them to fit on the 

paper using methods of positioning with layering (see Figure 20). Experiences such as this, 

which are immediate, passive, fragmented, yet keenly inner felt, are encapsulated as moments 

of sensation.  

 Vignette 14: Engagement with collage materials 

Over the next few weeks I observed Hannah’s engagement with artistic elements of form, 

colour and pattern led by her continuing interest in collage as a form of expression. Hannah’s 

thoughtful approach to collage included choosing pink-coloured papers and carefully 

arranging them across the page. She sorted through the different oddments in the basket, such 

as coloured paper, silver and tinsel paper, small pieces of dress material and coloured feathers. 

Hannah chose the ones which appealed to her, selecting from a wide range of materials and 

organising them in original ways (see Figure 20). Hannah explored the potential and 

possibilities of these materials. Her work was original and creative. 
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Figure 20. A sense of pattern, design, colour and rhythm. 

Hannah had made a print of her finger-painting the previous day and on this day she had 

decided it could be a perfect base for more collage work. She helped to make pink-coloured 

glue and applied this onto her print, covering the entire surface. Next, she started to rummage 

through the basket, finding, selecting and arranging these materials and positioning them in 

an attractive and rhythmic way (see Figure 21).  Hannah’s work is unique and we can see how 

she makes choices about which materials to use.  Her own style and sense of design determines 

the spatial relations and temporal dimensions of her work. As children experience “gathering, 

sorting, enjoying and creating with natural materials, they develop a feeling of 

interconnectedness” (Brownlee, 1991, p. 65). 

 

Figure 21. Making connections with materials. 

 Vignette 15: Hannah’s sand collage  

Hannah is always on the lookout for new materials, borrowing elements from nature and 

manufactured items to use in her creations. Life and art merge as Hannah includes these 

materials in her artwork. Her creativity is led by an interest in visual-tactile properties—a 

combination through which our modes of thinking and feeling transform. Fascinated by the 

effect of coloured sand on her painted work, Hannah asked to use the sand shakers on her 

painting. She went to the sandpit and her friends joined her (see Figure 22).  
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The use of real materials such as sand and other natural objects in her artwork plays a tangible 

role in the Hannah’s visual-aesthetic development. She chooses materials for their inherent 

visual and tactile qualities, bringing together the sense of touch with visual perception in an 

artistic way, which informs her perceptions, creating new artworks. 

 

Figure 22. Experiencing possibilities through the creation of a new artworks. 

Hannah’s interest in collage attracted many of the other children on this day and they gathered 

around to watch, learn and participate. Hannah mixed coloured powder into the paste before 

applying it to card and sprinkling on the sand. She enjoyed experimenting with the coloured 

paste and sand together, and her friends were also attracted to this sensory experience. Hannah 

responded to the properties of the coloured paste, noting its gooey, sticky and slippery texture 

and the way the sand made it gritty. Sensory based exploration “opens doorways into the 

nuances of texture, density, viscosity, fluidity and possibility” (Pelo, 2007, p. 45). 

 Researcher Reflection (Encounters with sensory materials) 

The medium of collage can be conceptualised as an artistic language to be mastered, and the 

provision of time, space and materials allows children to fully explore and master its affordances. 

The key to Hannah’s sustained engagement is that this was impulse driven, led by her choice of 

materials for her own playful purposes. Therefore, Hannah could “respond to the physicality of 

the materials in her own way” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 88). Hannah had begun a journey of endless 

possibilities which enabled her to plan imaginatively and consider aspects of shape, design and 

colour while organising her cut-out pieces onto paper.  These materials seemed to speak to her 

imagination as she considered “What can I do with this?” (Kolbe, 2005). A process of aesthetic 

working out seemed to be happening as Hannah developed her sense of design and pattern. Her 

work was original and creative and it bought to mind Dewey’s (1934/2005) reference to objects of 

art as expressive languages: “For each art has its own medium and that medium is especially fitted 

for one kind of communication” (p. 110). 
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Hannah’s encounters with found materials sparked her imagination, enabling her to invent and 

open up new worlds. Hannah utilised materials to produce her own lived and aesthetic experience. 

Her experimentation through collage was transformative, empowering her (whakamana) as an 

active agent in her own learning. Personal and collective expression through active and passive 

engagement with artistic elements (aesthetic engagement and reflection) formed this 

transformative journey. In Dewey’s view, we are never separate from the world; we are made up 

of relations and thought creates itself through such encounters. Dewey believes that everything we 

need to learn is built into nature, built into the object that we choose to relate to. All we need do is 

interact to gain knowledge of these properties. This process of inquiry into the unknown is 

embedded in the experimentation of experience. When outcomes are unpredictable (not known in 

advance), there is always the danger of “reproducing the same, or of decomposing one or more 

elements of the assemblage too quickly” (Pacini-Ketchabaw, Kind, & Kocher, 2017, p. 6). 

However, Hannah paid “close attention to the movements and rhythms of the materials, the 

indefinite and unpredictable encounters, and the generative forces and relations” between herself 

and the materials (Pacini-Ketchabaw et al., 2017, p. 82).  Hannah’s work ‘spoke to her’ and she 

perceived, observed and understood it—as a third person. Dewey (1934/2005) contends the arts 

are languages which “exist only when listened to as well as spoken to, acknowledging the triadic 

relation between the “speaker, the thing said, and the one spoken to” (p. 111). Even when the artist 

works in solitude all three terms are present. The art product “is the connecting link between artist 

and audience” and the artist vicariously becomes the receiving audience” (1934/2005, p. 112). 

Dewey cites Matisse: “when a painting is finished, it is like a new-born child. The artist himself 

must have time for understanding it.” Dewey reflects that art “must be lived with, as a child is 

lived with, if we are to grasp the meaning of its being” (1934/2005, p. 112).  

Animal Encounters Centre 

This centre is located close to the city in an urban district near a city beach. The children are often 

taken for walks to places in their local community, such as visiting the local fish market, or the 

nearby farm and zoo which fuels their interest and love for animals. Their experiences are enriched 

by guest visitors who come to the centre frequently, sharing their expertise. The lady from a bird 

rescue centre provided opportunities for children to observe penguins swim in a paddling pool and 

to touch baby owls. When a long project developed out of their interest in fish, the children 
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developed collective drawing skills from being provided with many opportunities to express these 

experiences through the arts.  

Music and movement experiences enabled the teachers to join children and re-experience the 

spontaneous, creative qualities which are seen when children instinctively play. Shared songs 

about the sea and fish were often improvised ‘in the moment’, building on children’s prior 

experience of music and movement. Through movement, the children extended their percepts to 

musical concepts of tempo (fast/slow) dynamics (loud/soft), duration (long/short) pitch (high/low).  

The essence of the musical experience is to take the beauty in music to the classroom and cultivate 

children’s power to listen, to feel and respond (see Figure 23).  

 

Figure 23. A visiting musician invites the children to listen, feel and respond (in this 

instance, as sleepy fish). 

When teachers (as artists) help children to be creative, they will also learn to create for themselves 

(Gell, 1949). Being prepared for children’s spontaneity and invention encourages these same 

qualities by enabling children’s input into the musical story through their imaginative responses. 

“Our inner life relates to the outer world through the inter-dependence of body, mind and spirit 

and music and movement recognises this two-way language process through which the body 

communicates by giving and receiving messages” (Newlove, 1993, p. 11).  
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 Vignette 16: Fish explorations  

The teachers decided to take the children for a walk to the local fish market, which fueled 

their interest and engagement with the natural world (see Figures 24 and 25). 

 

Figure 24. The children went to the local fish market and looked at different kinds of sea 

life. 

 

Figure 25. They saw many varieties of fish: flounder, squid, snapper and shellfish such as 

mussels. 

Back at the centre, the children were provided with an opportunity to investigate the dead 

fish by observing and handling the mullet, flounder, catfish, lemon fish, crab and squid. 

Some of the children wanted to explore the fish by touching them, whereas others were 

happy just to watch while their friends held the fish. They could approach the fish directly 

through their senses by looking, smelling and touching the fish if they chose to. Some 

children were content to just look at the fish and after a while they would pick them up and 

investigate further. 
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Figure 26.  Kaia demonstrates how the fish’s body parts work. 

A few children were so fascinated by these fish that they wanted to continue watching and 

handling them. Alex held the mullet, and Kaia, aged four, was able to name each fish. She 

took on the role of leader and knew all their names: “squid, crab, flounder, tuna (mullet) and 

ice fish”. She cleverly named the lemon fish as “ice fish” noticing its frozen state. She 

enjoyed showing the other children fish body parts and features, by opening their mouths to 

show the teeth and demonstrating how their fins are used. To my surprise, when we asked 

how she knew their names, she said “from watching Arial in The Little Mermaid. She took 

the mullet in her arms, holding it like a baby, and asked “Can I take the baby mullet home?” 

 Vignette 17: The colourful world of fish 

Back at the centre, the children reacted to this shared common experience, interpreting it 

within their own perspectives through asking, telling, drawing and painting (see Figure 27). 

On the table nearby there were felt pens and paper and the children began to draw pictures of 

the fish they were investigating and handling. After Marcus had drawn his fish, he said “I’m 

putting him back under the sea”, and he surrounded it in a circle of ‘sea water’. The other 

children at the table saw this and they also wanted to draw a sea-circle around their fish. 

 

Figure 27. The children created invented colourful lives for their drawn fish by telling 

stories about them. 
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The children used their imaginations to place the fish in quite different contexts, saying, for 

example, “My fish is princess” and “My fish went to a party with balloons and Ariel was 

there” (see Figure 28). 

 

Figure 28. They developed their imaginative ideas. 

These experiences with the fish seemed to be meaningful for the children. The children had 

opportunities to voice their ideas and drawing enabled them to express their ideas 

imaginatively. Their involvement was intense, inspired by a new provocation which their 

teachers had provided and they developed their own graphic language with delightful 

drawings and stories. Vanessa had an idea to make the fins into a princess’s crown, and when 

she let the other children draw alongside her, Emily made a princess fish too. When I returned 

to the centre a few weeks later, the children were still drawing fish, with evidence of more 

detailed schema (see Figure 29). The children shared their “established understandings of how 

[fish] look … studying each other’s work, exchanging thoughts as well as tutoring and 

extending each other” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 17). 

 

Figure 29. The children’s fish drawings became more detailed. 

 Vignette 18: Abby teaches Aldo  

Abby was an onlooker to the previous ‘fish’ experiences, watching the children as they 

handled the fish and looking on as their drawings and stories evolved. She did not participate 

in handling the fish nor in drawing them, but nevertheless took note of what was happening. 

Six months later when I returned to see the children, I found Abby was part of the drawing 

community. She had developed confidence and competence as an avid drawer. She had 

developed her own fish schema which reflected her individual way of representing fish. Abby 

added details to her fish drawing (fins and eyes) using pattern and line to create a three-

dimensional aspect to the body of her fish (see Figure 30). 
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Figure 30. Abby had become confident at drawing. 

As children “gain experience [drawing], they use the language of lines and shapes in various 

ways to develop a repertoire of strategies” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 18). Drawing, for Abby, involved 

deep concentration and thinking about aspects required to make her drawing look good. The 

next step was to add colours and the background environment details. 

Aldo, who was new to the group, joined Abby and he looked at the children’s drawings saying, 

“I wish I could draw fish too!” Abby said “It’s easy! I can show you how!” and began drawing 

an oval body shape. She waited patiently for Aldo to make his own oval shape and he followed 

Abby’s lead by making a body and adding fins with a tail (see Figure 31). He began to colour 

in his fish, and Abby was delighted to see the wonderful fish Aldo had made. The other 

children in the group also saw Aldo’s creation and praised him. 

 
Figure 31. Abby inspired Aldo to create his own fish drawing. 

  Researcher Reflection (Interpreting marine life in the natural world) 

For Dewey, an experience is an interaction between the child and the environment which, when it 

is carried to the full, is “transformation into participation and communication” (Dewey, 1934/2005, 

p. 22). These children’s experiences were strongly linked to the real or natural world. They had 
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been to the fish market to find and interact with sea life. Although the fish were dead, the children 

had behaved as if they were alive or could be restored to life. It seemed as if they had the feeling 

that these fish needed to ‘go home again’. While it is difficult to ascertain the extent of their 

background knowledge about fish, it appears that most of these children were engaging in 

experiences that they had background knowledge of. The shared language from the Disney movie 

The Little Mermaid (Disney, 1989) clearly contains authentic information about fish, even though 

the mermaid is an imaginative fiction. If the children had ever been fishing with their families, 

they may have been used to seeing live fish being put back into the water after just catching them. 

If so, this would also give context to their drawings, actions and words. 

There was increasing evidence of self-realisation as the children interacted with each other and the 

fish, a realisation that the only way to save the fish was to draw them and place them back under 

the water. As a researcher and coming from a pedagogical perspective, I wondered if the children 

were used to seeing dead sea creatures and if the deadness of the fish could be confronting for 

some. It made me think about the children’s feelings for their environment and how we need to 

build on what their words and actions reveal. Although I cannot know what prompted their 

responses, it caused me to think about their concerns for living things and their environment. Their 

words resonated strongly as I had recently heard a keynote speaker discuss how early education 

needs to respond to climate change and sustainability.  

The children’s experience with fish continued  for months (Erfahrung) and the children continued 

to make fish drawings spontaneously. Through their self-driven and collaboratively inspired 

motivations they added more detail to their drawings and developed their skills. As part of their 

free play they provided imaginative settings for their fish. Two months after this event Micah still 

recalled the event by drawing a crab on the whiteboard whenever the opportunity arose, possibly 

because the moment presented an experience he did not wish to forget (see Figure 32). Although 

he did not not yet have the words to tell us, his work gave meaning to his actions.  
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Figure 32.  Micah continued to draw the crab at every opportunity. 

New experiences and surprise often spark ideas (Kolbe, 2014) and each mark a child makes on 

paper, each move they make when they dance, each note they sound, is a stepping stone from 

which they can proceed to the next mark, gesture or musical motif. What was just a sensation 

becomes a perceptive idea or an insight, integrated into frameworks used for understanding and 

judging what is going on around us (within a wider social context). This largely unconscious 

process utilises experiential and discovery learning, seeing the child as the maker of art, through 

their artistic response.  

As children consciously explore through creative experience, a stage of reflection is reached where 

they actively think or talk about what it means. The child usually progresses to creative output by 

articulating a personal response, which could be an imaginative form of expression such as a 

drawing, a piece of music or a dance. It is the child’s creative output that is normally the focus of 

attention, but it always originates in physical and imaginative responses that result from the child’s 

engagement with the aesthetic experience. All children are born creative. Our task is to ensure they 

stay that way (Brownlee, 1991).  

The children’s involvement was intense, inspired by a new provocation which enabled them to 

develop their own graphic language through music and movement and delightful drawings and 

stories. We can see here the powerful modes of undergoing experienced by many of the children, 

including the toddler who could draw a crab shape and persisted in drawing this over time, so 

strong was his experience. The children make meaning from the situation through their self-

realisation, empathic understandings, sense of purpose and efforts.  Although experiencing dead 

fish was a sad form of truth, these actions formed the ground for new knowledge and imaginative 

perceptions and thus a transformative experience.  
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 Vignette 19: Emily authors her drawings  

Some months later, in the same centre, Emily found that tadpoles had arrived. The children 

helped set up a habitat using large stones from their nature table and special water from the 

jug. They fed the tadpoles and discussed their diet of both plant (oxygen weed) and fish flakes.  

The teachers provided books and stories about the life cycle of tadpoles and the children 

observed how they develop their back legs first. Emily was fascinated to watch them swim 

and became very excited with their remarkable changes, or metamorphosis. 

Drawing was a way for Emily to express feelings that could not be said in words. Through the 

process of drawing Emily underwent her own transformation while her story emerged on the 

paper. Drawing is an individual form of expression which involves experimentation—a form 

of trying, seeing, feeling and trying again. The journey continues for Emily, who has 

developed a repertoire of strategies to use for a range of representational purposes (see Figures 

33 and 34). 

 

Figure 33. “See how the baby tadpoles have grown up and have legs to walk with now”. 

 

Figure 34. Drawing of tadpoles with legs. 

 Vignette 20: The Rosie Posie stories 

Emily asked the teachers to transcribe her story about Rosie Posie and she shared her story 

with her friends (see Figure 35). The other children became interested in Emily’s character, 
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who had many new adventures, inspired by Emily’s collaboration with others. The teachers 

provided large sheets of paper for the children to draw on and encouraged them to dictate 

these stories.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35. Emily shows her drawing of “Rosie Posie playing outside in the garden with 

her pink ball. She wears her favourite crown and dress.” 

 

 Vignette 21: Drawing and graphic narrative play 

A community of writers and illustrators developed as the children were encouraged to share 

their stories with each other. The children had developed a repertoire of drawing skills and 

strategies to use for various purposes. Their drawings became not only representations but 

“ways to create and recreate images, ideas and feelings in a quest to make sense of themselves 

and the world” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 7). The teachers shared the children’s stories at mat time (see 

Figures 36, 37, 38 and 39). 
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Figure 36. Emily draws a bunny and dictates her story about him. 

 

Figure 37. A captive audience follows Emily’s story about her friendship with a monster. 

 

The children’s stories evolved to include settings (castles) and contextual props (crowns), 

maintaining links to their own experiences, such as birthday parties. They borrowed ideas 

and used each other’s themes, characters, settings and plots. They were given opportunities 

to tell stories about their drawings. The multiple texts in the children’s retelling involved 

embodied authoring—that is, “layers of visual and physical action, character development, 

plot scheme, scenery and running narrative working in harmony simultaneously” (Wright, 

2007, p. 1). These drawings with stories embodied “possible actions and events in time and 

space depicting a mix of imagined and remembered events as ideas flowed freely” (Kolbe, 

2005, p. 15).  There were sequels about Rosie Posie which often included aspects of the 

children’s own lived experiences as well as their imaginative ideas (see Figures 40 and 41). 

 

 

Figure 38. Mikayla drew Rosie Posie playing in a castle and Tira created her surprise party. 
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Figure 41. Ethan developed confidence in drawing, expressing his ideas through many    

symbols. His drawings of castles flowed easily. 

 

 

Figure 39. The children’s drawings and stories were shared at mat time. 

Figure 40. Alex’s drawing evolves into a coherent whole—a story which made sense and 

meaning. 
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 Researcher Reflection (Graphic Narrative Play) 

In ‘becoming a writer/author’ the children adopt the contradictions of multiple identities and what 

Deleuze and Guatarri (1990) call “infinite identity—the infinite identity of both direction or senses 

at the same time”, such as in drawing and storytelling. An infinite identity could be seen in the 

way the children told stories that seemed to come from medieval times but retold with the 

sensibilities of the present; also, cause and effect was apparent in the telling of the stories. The 

children’s abilities with language might fix the limits on what they can express in written form, 

but telling stories through drawing, can also help them transcend these limits through their 

imaginative and lived experiences and enable their transformation as writers and illustrators. 

Wright (2007) refers to this medium as graphic-narrative play—a “personal fantasy based 

experience depicted on paper in which children not only make representations, but also manipulate 

the abstract. Thus, the child becomes a cast of one, taking on multiple roles (i.e. artist, author, 

director, scripter, performer and narrator” (p. 1). Through drawing, children can represent 

imaginary worlds through multi-modal media of drawing, telling and dramatisation. 

Imagination is the force which enables children to put language into effect on their behalf. 

Imaginative play is described by Rodari (1996) as “not a simple remembrance of impressions but 

a creative re-elaboration of them, a process through which the children combine the data of 

experience with other data to construct a new reality corresponding to their curiosity and needs” 

(as cited in Kolbe, 2005, p. 15).  Rodari (1996) sees imagination as having its own grammar, 

believing that when story and language are not set and fixed by absolute rules, children’s 

intellectual growth develops more freely.  

The arts (dance, drama, music and the visual arts) release the imagination and draw out 

(unconceal/reveal) those hidden things we feel but may not notice. Dewey addresses the role of 

imagination in experience and the arts in saying that “an imaginative experience is what happens 

when varied materials of sense quality, emotion, and meaning come together in a union that marks 

a new birth in the world” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 267). He suggests that “the interaction of the two 

modes of vision [inner and outer] is imagination; as imagination takes form, the work of art is born 

and it is the same with the philosophic thinker” ( p. 268).  
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Summary 

This chapter has presented a series of vignettes taken from my observations of children in the early 

childhood centres involved in this study. Photographs, audio and video recordings and learning 

stories have informed my observations, interpretations and reflections of the events. The children 

in these stories were engaged in forms of art-making which often emerged from free play. Starting 

with spontaneous experience events—a child’s pretend play and a play-full dance—these vignettes 

conclude with a series of flowing experiences that build the children’s understanding over time, 

resulting in significant transformation.  

These vignettes have explored the main research question:   

What is the nature and essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early 

childhood context?  

The key philosophical propositions influencing my interpretations have helped define concepts 

around transformative experience in the arts, while the children’s responses prompted the main 

themes employed to respond to this question. It is the activity of the child and passive undergoing 

of materials and context which enables actions to run their course to fulfilment. The child’s 

heightened sensory perceptions are acts of intellect, an inspection of the mind, with the perceived 

object as an idea. 

Dewey (1934/2005) contends that “every experience of slight or tremendous import begins as an 

impulsion” (p. 60). Impulse is improvisation, and it becomes “adaptation to the environment, even 

when instinctive”. Massumi (2015) considers immediacy “specialised and specific, extending and 

drawing attention to the event as the primary unit of the real”. When children rework their images 

until satisfied, they are thinking through modes of representation which carry momentum from 

impulse, motivation and conscious intent. An aesthetic experience is qualified with emotions and 

ideas and thus conscious intent emerges. How children react and respond to each other’s responses 

and experiences and how they are affected by their transformative experience links to Spinoza’s 

(1677/2002) defintion of  affect—‘to affect and be affected’.  

Gadamer (1960/2004) highlights that imitation and its representation, mimesis (imagined context), 

constitutes a  recognition of the essence. Play is self-realisation, fulfilment and energy of purpose 

with imagination being the force which enables children to put language into effect on their behalf. 

Creativity is an avenue that allows children to make sense of and give meaning to their world—

finding meaning in what they do by transforming their perceptions through the arts.  



148 

  

Because objects of art are expressive, they are a language. Rather they are many 

languages. For each art has its own medium and that medium is especially fitted for one 

kind of communication. Each medium says something that cannot be uttered as well or as 

completely in any other tongue. (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 110) 
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Chapter 7: Teachers’ Perspectives of Arts Experiences 

Introduction 

Drawing on teacher focus groups, this chapter explores the teachers’ reflections on teaching the 

arts at the five early childhood centres where the children were observed. This chapter responds to 

the first research sub-question:  

How might a teacher know that an arts experience has been transformative?  

In responding to this question, these teachers expressed their understanding of the qualities of 

transformative experience in the arts, reflecting on what they look like and how they feel when 

they are involved. The focus groups were designed to explore the teachers’ understanding of the 

transformative possibilities of experience in the arts. The engaging discussions drew the teachers’ 

attention to the arts in early childhood education and highlighted to them the benefits of 

experiential learning. The findings also resonate with my second research sub-question:  

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and 

through the arts in early childhood education?  

The teachers’ explanations of their understanding of the conditions which promote the emergence 

of transformative experiences include examples from their practice, such as their role in creating 

accessible environments and providing stimulating materials. 

The Early Childhood Teachers 

Early childhood teachers from the five different early childhood settings took part in five focus 

groups; that is, one focus group for each participating centre. One of the groups consisted of two 

teachers, the other four groups included four to six teachers. Altogether, 20 early childhood 

teachers took part in the focus groups.  For purposes of anonymity pseudonyms with intial codes 

are used to name the participants in the centres and each centre. The pseudonyms are: 

Animal encounters centre (AE) and the four teachers are: Nita, Mei, Prisha and Wei.  

Imaginative play centre (IP) and the two teachers were Christie and Elle.  

Heuristic play centre (HP) and the six teachers: Teresa, Greta, Freya, Jane, Jasmine and 

Ingrid.  

Cultural performances centre (CP) and the four teachers are Rose, Lila, Kalani and Anika. 

Sea view centre (SV) and the four teachers are Dianne, Aria, Bianca and Susie.  
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Conducting the Focus Groups 

The focus groups took place in the centres where I had conducted the observations of children. 

These were prearranged to be held at times agreed on as convenient for all participants. The list of 

questions (See Chapter 5, table 4) guided the discussion as reflected in the first and second sub-

questions. These questions were grouped under four main questions related to; experience, 

teaching approaches, philosophy and pedagogy and what constitutes a transformative experience.  

Each discussion took from 45 minutes to one hour in length. 

 The teachers were invited to discuss their experiences of working with children in the arts. Links 

can thus be made between the focus group discussions with teachers and my observations of 

children engaging in transformative experiences in the arts (Chapter 6). The same questions were 

used for each of the five focus group meetings. As discussed in the methodology chapter, the focus 

group discussions were informed by prompts based on interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) (Smith et al., 2009). The questions began by asking about the arts experiences provided at 

the teachers’ centres while co-constructing an understanding of the notion of experience. Using 

the IPA process meant that the open-ended questions were sequenced from primarily narrative and 

descriptive towards more analytic and/or evaluative. This phenomenological approach aimed to 

capture two levels of meaning: Level 1—descriptive/manifest, and Level 2—interpretation and 

reflective analysis/latent.  

Emerging Themes Arising from Transformative Experiences 

I analysed each transcript in order to draw out relevant data and reveal convergent threads. In line 

with Moustakas (1994), my analysis of the data helped identify key themes and patterns which 

aligned with the research questions. Each set of initial prompts drew out a number of salient themes 

relevant to arts-based pedagogies. The teachers’ responses to these questions became themes and 

were later classified into thematic clusters. Once categorised, they contributed to a framework for 

understanding children’s transformative experiences in the arts: conditions for experience, 

effective planning and approaches, pedagogy and philosophical underpinnings, and qualities of 

transformative experience. The last thematic cluster (qualities of transformative experiences) 

questions the nature of transformative experience through teacher discussions of sensory learning 

and tactile use of materials. Table 6 shows the thematic cluster categories and emergent themes. 

Table 6. Emergent Themes and Cluster Categories From Teacher Responses 
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Thematic cluster Themes 

Conditions for experience  Frequency and variety of media and materials 

 Contextual considerations  

 Responsiveness to daily rhythm  

 Open-ended experiences and freedom of expression  

 Process and product  

 Child-initiated and teacher-framed events 

Effective planning and 

approaches 
 Children’s interests and strengths  

 Teachers’ interests and strengths  

 Practical considerations of time, space, materials  

 Teachers’ role and responsibility. 

Pedagogy and philosophical 

underpinnings 
 Responsive and reflective teacher practitioners 

 Te Whāriki guidelines  

 Art-full pedagogies and experiences  

 Equity and valuing children’s contributions 

Qualities of transformative 

experiences 
 Heightened sensory (aesthetic) responses  

 Affect (children’s emotions and efficacy)  

 Creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making  

 Teacher-child transformations 

 

This chapter is structured around he four key categories, or thematic clusters, which emerged 

through my application of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) (Smith et al., 2009). 

The teachers’ descriptions of the children’s and their own transformative lived experiences in the 

arts are presented under emergent themes as subheadings within thematic clusters (Table 6).  

Excerpts from the teachers’ conversations, such as their descriptions of the children’s 

transformative arts experiences, are included in the following discussion, combined with 

descriptions of their own personal transformative lived experiences in the arts, freedom of 

imagination, and creative expression. 

Conditions for Transformative Experience 

This section identifies the conditions for transformative experience, as identified by the teachers. 

The first set of questions invited the teachers to discuss the kinds of arts experiences provided at 

their practicum centres, including experiences they were involved in and how they went about 

setting these up for the children. The conditions indicate (help determine) the teachers’ 

understandings of transformative experience in the arts.  
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  Frequency and variety of media and materials 

All teachers in the study talked about availability of and access to a variety of media and materials. 

They provided examples of how children’s access to materials provided multiple opportunities for 

creative expression and communication of new ideas in a number of play areas, including dance, 

drama, music and visual arts. There was a dominant focus on media and materials for the visual 

arts. Teachers often described arts experiences of painting, drawing, printing, collage, modelling 

with clay, play dough or three-dimensional work in construction, as the following examples show:  

Coloured pencils and crayons on the shelf are easy to reach. We always have paper 

available and replenish the supply every day. They love drawing but always want to keep 

them, so we have a hard time finding work for their portfolios. (Dianne, SV)  

Arts media: paint, collage, pens and pencils are always available and accessible. Play 

dough is on offer constantly and the children can work with clay. The construction room 

has all the drawing, cutting and Sellotape materials. It’s used all the time and is never-

ending with children. It’s just phenomenal. (Christie, IP) 

 We hardly have time to restock everything in our rooms. (Elle, IP) 

Clearly, availability of resources was important. Furthermore, the teachers were quite specific 

about the availability of particular materials that encouraged sensory and natural play: 

Our visual arts includes the usual painting and pasting and there’s sand and messy play. 

We have been trying to vary the media in our ‘sit down art activities’. So as well as play 

dough, we use salt dough, corn starch and even soap suds. (Nita, AE) 

The toddlers enjoy playing with natural materials, and we provide lots of PVA glue for 

them to stick things on. They love trying to open the acorns shells and get them out. You 

can see their problem-solving skills in action. When some shells would not open, one girl 

went to the art table and got the scissors to try and cut it out! (Wei, Toddler teacher, AE) 

An example of a sensory play resource can be seen in Figure 42. 
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Figure 42.  Lavender for sensory play. 

Natural materials and found objects (whether materials or sounds) were also accessed, showing 

how it is possible to engage with environments and value cultures. The teachers noticed how 

natural materials connected to Māori culture (Papatuanuku—Earth Mother) and artworks (Toi 

Ataata) in their centre.  

They watched a video of a Māori village and had a basic image in their minds. They came 

up with ideas to create their own, using play dough, dried branches, seeds and natural 

resources. (Mei, AE)  

Kalani, a teacher in the cultural performances centre (CP), told me: “We often use natural 

resources; sticks and shells for our weaving and flowers like hibiscus, to make leis [necklaces].” 

Her colleague Lila explained: 

With some of our art, we use patterns from our culture. The patterns are used back in the 

islands for our weaving and tattoos. Our culture is important, it is in everything we do, our 

coconut shells and ukulele. It’s in our songs, as I said before. (Lila, CP)  
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Figure 43. Alaisa Fa‘apopo (coconut pudding), coconut and songbook. 

Some teachers noticed the potential for transformation in children who acquired new perceptions 

through their interactions with materials and tools. This might come from their experiences of 

manipulating materials in new, expressive and original ways (undergoing):  

It’s always interesting to see what they’re doing. I like watching how they use different 

tools and how they build on the ways we use them by coming up with new ideas. (Jasmine, 

HP) 

What excites me about those experiences might not be the certain media and things, but 

what thinking the children engage in. I had big paintings and various tools out and it was 

fascinating to see how children would approach them, thinking about how to use them. 

They didn’t all use materials in the same way. (Greta, HP) 

You get an idea about what they are thinking…and see what they are focused on. A lot of 

drawings are about their families and activities they do at home. Not all children are 

expressive verbally, so you get an idea of their experiences and find out a lot through their 

artwork, drawings etc. You see differences in the way they express themselves. (Nita, AE) 

Clearly,  the teachers saw that provision of an access to a range of interesting media and materials 

were part of a rich arts curriculum that enabled children to develop and transform ideas and 

materials while undergoing new perceptions and insights.  

 Contextual considerations 

Throughout this research it became apparent that children are able to construct their own 

experiences through imitation (mimesis), play and the arts. These teachers talked about the 

importance of context and setting the stage for play-full arts experiences (see Figure 44 for an 

example of a dance space). Bianca (SV) said, “We have music every day as part of our daily 

programme”. Greta (HP) had taught herself ukulele alongside the children and another teacher 

played piano: “Since Jasmine brought in the keyboard, we’ve focused a lot on music. I’ve realised 

that no one cares if I make mistakes here. The children just enjoy occasions where we can play 

and we sing together.” Greta added this:  

Over the last few months the children have developed a good repertoire—through singing 

and playing instruments. They sing “Twinkle, little star”… they come over to the mat to 

just enjoy being able to sing. One parent asked if we had been singing The Wheels on the 

Bus, because her daughter was singing it incessantly at home. She didn’t want to read 

stories before going to bed anymore, but just wanted to sing The Wheels on the Bus.  

Christie (IP) said, “We have art everywhere, including outside because we close down different 

rooms at various stages of the day. We don’t want it to be shut off.”  
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We have a dance studio with a wall-length mirror …There is a disco ball light which the 

children can turn off and on. They put the disco light on and request music from Spotify 

on the iPod. They choose any music they want, and we have a huge range. The children 

watch themselves while dancing with each other, looking at themselves, trying out their 

new moves. (Christie, IP)  

 

Figure 44. A dance space. 

Susie (SV) noted “the resources available in the family play area supports children, getting dressed 

up and make-believe play. This morning they were dressed up like Elsa the Princess”. Dianne and 

Nita also talked about the significance of dressing up and playing roles:  

I think it’s good we have that setup all the time here, so if they want to express themselves 

they can! I’ve been in other centres where it’s only put out at a specific time. I think it’s 

important that they can go engage there whenever they want. (Dianne, SV)  

We have heaps of costumes for them. They love role-play and often show us what they do 

at home. We see when some of them have had baby sisters or new-born babies. They say 

“mummy does this or mummy does that”. (Nita, AE) 

For the two- to three-year-old children, heuristic play—practical problem-solving and discovery—

and using materials were not confined to particular play areas. This implies that conditions for 

transformative experience are context dependent, as the following examples demonstrate:  

It’s not in the art area, ....the big thing here is that a lot of the art happens everywhere else, 

with all the materials. It’s part of what they do in heuristic play—how they lay things out 

or think about where they’re placing things. This morning Nadia was the doctor with Emily 

as patient and she was putting things around her. It’s looking at shape, form and all those 

artistic things with materials. (Greta, HP) 

Aesthetics underpins all the learning and teaching which takes place in the toddler’s room. 

...Taking the artistic experience to the table over there, someone has offered a provocation 
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with those objects. They have thought of a beautiful way to present them; there’s order, 

symmetry, shading, and colour. There are objects that move and objects that can be filled. 

Artistic expression there, has endless possibilities. (Teresa, HP) 

Our storytelling plays into that too because it’s often the seed of our performing arts 

thinking. The reason they were able to take to The Three Little Pigs or Three Billy Goats 

Gruff is because of the storytelling they have heard over and over. They’ve got it 

themselves and the teachers do not have to coach their dialogue. The children improvise 

dialogues from our storytelling. (Greta, HP) 

Creative contexts for play and artistic expression often provide a backdrop for children’s 

expressive ideas and stimulate possibilities for transformative experience to originate and flourish. 

The teachers talked about these contexts as spaces where children could see themselves as artists, 

musicians, dancers and actors.  

 Responsive to daily rhythm 

Children’s creative expression takes place within a rhythm and flow during the day, often without 

outcomes predetermined by teachers. Teachers Brigitte, Freya and Elle noticed how children might 

express themselves at any moment or any time. 

It’s finding a flow and rhythm that gives children a chance to express themselves. (Teresa, 

HP) 

They are the ones driving this. I haven’t come in the morning thinking, ‘Today we’re going 

to do a story about the Troll’. Not at all. It just happens. Spontaneity is there. (Freya, HP)  

We are very open to go with the flow with the children. We might have this idea, but when 

we are sitting with these children and they want to do it this way or go off in another 

direction, we are very open to that. (Elle, IP)  

The children at the imaginative play centre regularly include movement and music in their day: 

They often accompany their movements with singing and chanting. There is rhythm in their 

physical activity, more than they do at the gym. We have music playing and while moving 

their bodies, they pick up on the beat. (Christie, IP)  

These examples illustrate the importance of teachers being flexible and responding to the natural 

rhythm and flow of children’s play.  

 Open-ended experiences and freedom of expression 

Teachers Ingrid and Nita were attuned to the children’s spontaneous expression, noticing, 

recognising and appreciating their embodied responses through movement, song and role-play.  
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Today Amy was in the middle of the mat. She was the only one there with her cape spinning 

around and singing. … It was beautiful, spontaneous and free. (Ingrid, HP) 

There is more freedom of expression from the younger children. We have been inside more 

lately, because of the weather. So, for the past few days we have been more active with 

music and movement. They love music and movement and it is good for us too. (Nita, AE) 

Freedom of expression transferred into drama and the visual arts at the cultural performances 

centre, when the props for the children’s rehearsal were made available for them to create their 

own experiences.  

The ‘ava ceremony is very important—it’s a gathering for the visitors. After our practices, 

we left the ‘ava bowl set up for them to experience. It was supposed to be for the main 

roles to practise their parts, but of course the others came and that was their own experience, 

they created with the ‘ava bowl and coconut. It’s about how you make it available. (Rose, 

CP) 

It’s that freedom which brings about their communication. If we were telling the children 

that you are making this and that, it would stifle their conversations as well. Because there 

is no freedom of thought when there’s no freedom of action. (Christie, IP) 

The children at the imaginative play centre engaged in play-full arts experiences, exploring 

‘dramatic play with a purpose’. One child’s scary experience of a fireman in a mask (breathing 

apparatus) was mellowed through pretend play when another child used an open-ended material 

as a pretend mask to explain why the fireman wore such equipment. Open-ended dramatic play 

can allow for such freedom of expression and act in therapeutic ways:  

There was role-play around fires, which taught us how dramatic play enables children to 

work through things. Firemen and fires became a regular theme in their play… we also did 

a lot of painting and they liked using fire colours. When a fireman came in dressed up…one 

child was frightened, we think… it was when he put the masks on, and he got really upset. 

He had a fear of things he can’t see…with digital audio books, he would want to leave the 

room…even for Hairy McLary. It was the ‘voice’ coming from somewhere that he couldn’t 

see. Until one day his friend held a fish shaped placemat up to his face pretending it was a 

mask. It was shaped like fish bones, so you could see through the gaps. Pretending it was 

mask, he put it over his face, saying it was his ‘breathing apparatus’. When I asked “Do 

you need that too?”  He answered, “Yes, it keeps us safe”. Suddenly the nervous boy put it 

on too! It was such a breakthrough, he had come through his fear…by being in fire trucks 

day in and day out, setting up chairs for role-play and through peer learning. (Christie, IP)  

The teachers’ responses show how they encouraged children’s freedom of expression. In this last 

excerpt, for example, the teachers are seen to encourage ‘in the moment’ experimentation in an 
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embodied way where space is given to children to co-construct their own knowledge and create 

their own experiences.  

 Process and product 

The teachers emphasised the importance of the creative process, indicating how children’s joy, 

enthusiasm and transformative experiences were stifled when product was overvalued. This was 

particularly noticeable when Christie and Elle compared primary and early childhood settings:  

When the children get there [school], they have to sit down and all do the one thing. I went 

on my practicum and the teacher said, “We are going to make clowns now so we should 

put this here and that there”. Then they were all hung beautifully around the wall—looking 

the same. (Elle, IP)   

Christie said “It’s cloning. Whereas we say, “Let’s do some creative work,” instead of “we are all 

going to make this now”.  

It stops them being creative when they notice that they don’t produce it like the person next 

to them. They are thinking, ‘I’m not good at this… I can’t do it’ because they are trying to 

make it the same as others. That’s not what we want with art, everybody has a different 

perspective. (Elle, IP)   

Christie added, “It’s not at all good for their self-esteem. We’ve got five years to build the 

children’s self-esteem, so that they can handle a classroom for the next thirteen years! Do you 

know that means? It’s huge job!”  

 Child-initiated and teacher-framed events 

The teachers recognised the importance of child-initiated and teacher-framed experiences. Christie 

(IP) discussed how she tries to allow for a freedom of movement so that children can initiate their 

own arts experiences in sometimes novel ways. She described how she had set up a sensory 

painting experience for the babies (and see Figure 45): 

I think children should be able to choose whether they want to come to an art experience 

or not. I don’t believe in placing children into high chairs for painting. I wanted to 

demonstrate this to a couple of young student teachers who only knew ‘sit them at the 

table’ or ‘put them into the high chair’ routines. I introduced a large canvas, Sellotaped 

some paper to the floor and we drizzled paint over it. Those that were crawling slipped and 

slithered through. They laughed and giggled. Those that weren’t interested sat on the sides 

and went like this [moving arms] making these shapes. We did it again later because I 

needed the team to experience it, and we ended up creating a canvas that represents the 

babies’ lives. It was autumn at the time, so we layered up the canvas over weeks. One thing 
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I will always share with students about making mistakes is not to be put off and always try. 

If you want to give it a go, then give it a go.  

 

Figure 45. Sensory body painting by the babies. 

Christie and her teachers sustained their children’s interest in painting by displaying and 

documenting their work: 

We are just about to do our annual art show so we collect at least one art piece from each 

child. Last year, when it was just growing, we found it hard to choose just one. We had 

allowed them to pour paint on paper and watch the flow of it. We decided to create a black 

room with a black light inside, to display our fluorescent colours. You had to go inside to 

be immersed by the UV art which the children had done. (Christie, IP) 

Responding to children’s intentions contributes to their sense of building an experience together. 

Shared participation can also include children’s families celebrating the presentation of children’s 

artwork.  

Researcher Summary (Conditions for Transformative Experience) 

This section has presented the teachers’ understandings of the conditions for transformative 

experience as identified through their own lived experiences of engagement in the arts with 

children. The varieties of media and materials in their settings have been discussed, with reflections 

on their transformative possibilities. Teachers noticed the children’s transformations in their 

thinking through undergoing certain media and materials. They recognised how aesthetics and the 

artistic elements of colour, shape and form were inherent in children’s experiences. The arts were 

linked to play areas as shape and form emerged through stories about The Three Little Pigs or 

Three Billy Goats Gruff. Examples of contextual considerations included the dance studio space 

and the music area, which afforded opportunities for spontaneous dance and music making. The 
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importance of children creating their own experiences highlighted teachers’ responsiveness to 

daily rhythm and flow. An emphasis on process- rather than product-oriented activities highlighted 

creative and affective domains. The two-way process of negotiated curriculum considered how 

child-initiated and teacher-framed events kept experience open-ended and enabled freedom of 

expression through children’s bodies and actions.  

Effective planning and approaches 

The teachers’ understandings of effective planning and approaches to engage with the arts and 

ways to encourage transformative experience highlighted the importance of content knowledge 

and approaches. The following sections provide examples of planning. 

 Children’s interests and strengths 

The teachers acknowledged that children’s strengths and interests were pivotal to their engagement 

in the arts. They described sensory experiences they saw children enjoying. Wei (AE) who works 

with the toddlers said “Finger paint!” Nita agreed: “The messy ones. The messier, the better.” 

Definitely messy, because although we provide brushes or tools, they always end up 

painting their hands or faces. (Wei, AE)    

Bianca, Greta and Freya noticed their children’s passion for certain media and materials. Bianca 

emphasised a flexibility around arts experiences: 

Every morning we notice the children who head straight to the easel, whereas others hardly 

paint at all. We could say, ‘Would you like to come and do a painting?’ but some prefer to 

dance or do other things. They enjoy art in different ways. (Bianca, HP)  

Greta described how she allows flexibility with visual arts materials: 

We’ve got children who hardly ever come to the paints or clipboards, but if you get out 

materials like clay or play dough, they are always there. Some children gravitate to the 

tactile materials, like Madeline who has been here for 18 months and loves play dough so 

much, she even uses it at home. (Greta, HP)  

Freya noticed how some children are initially reflective in their responses before cautiously trying 

materials out: 

The children’s involvement may be passive to begin with, you see them watching from 

afar. But, over time, those quiet observers in the distance will slowly come to test out 

materials and discover they are also passionate about this. (Freya, HP)  

Christie commented that the arts are an ongoing interest that never fades: 
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The last few months they have been cutting with scissors and we were going through paper 

like wildfire because cutting was so prevalent. (Christie, IP)  

All the plants outside too—the flax and all the grasses! So, we brought in old resource 

catalogues. They were cutting out pictures and sticking them on the wall, engaging in 

conversations about the things they saw from home. (Elle, IP)  

Sometimes teacher-led provocations can be abandoned by the children’s own interests, as Christie 

explained: 

Their interests become visible through talking…we learn about them, through their role-

play, even the music they listen to at home. With provocations we set up, they don’t do 

exactly what we expect, because they follow their own interests. A flower provocation was 

one of our first art exhibits—a bunch of dried flowers with crayons, pastels, pencils and 

paper within the same colour range. But what got made were treasure maps (see Figure 

46), kites and aeroplanes. It was fascinating because one of the best ways to learn about 

children is by what they create. (Christie, IP)  

 

Figure 46. Treasure maps evolved from the childrens engagement with materials. 

Dianne described how the children’s interests often deepen into extended investigations:  

As well as free flow art…they have their own interests, like the frogs. Rosie painted and 

drew her frog picture (see Figure 47). The arts link to what they are learning about, what 

their focus is and what they might want to do. (Dianne, SV) 
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Figure 47. Rosie’s Frog. 

In the cultural performances centre, Lila talked about the children’s interest in a new song. The 

moment she mentioned ‘singing’, the baby in her arms responded by singing! “Look at this” said 

Rose “he’s singing!” Lila replied, “Because that’s his favourite art form. Especially this song and 

he loves to steal the show”. Rose added “He’s our youngest!” Kalani agreed, “He loves music”.  

 Teachers’ interests and strengths 

When the teachers discussed arts experiences that they wanted to plan and provide for children, 

their own varied interests and strengths were made apparent. Christie stressed these points:  

We rotate our rooms so there is a different teacher in the art room each week. ... It changes 

with each teacher, because we all have different ideas. We introduce ideas as well as setting 

up provocations. I combine art with science, like with the wax crayons and iron, we 

explored the range of colours made…seeing the bubbles come out under the iron was 

fascinating. We’ve created treasure maps, building up different layers and making relief 

patterns off them. Our teachers work well with each other [and] a collaborative piece which 

hangs in the documentation room was an old bamboo blind Peter had brought in saying 

“Do something with this?” The children started working on it and other layers were added 

as different teachers worked with it. (Christie, IP)  

Elle said, “Each team member brings different skills and strengths. Kiri does harakeke [flax] and 

weaving, making poi and exploring art through Māori mythology, whereas I don’t have that skill”. 

They made papier mâché with children depicting Ra, the big sun, and Maui had to catch 

him. Marika does things with harakeke … and our next step is to look at different forms of 

weaving…what Ra was caught with. Children have been to the marae to see the tukutuku 

panels. For their graduation, they choose and sew on their korowai feathers. They have had 

the opportunity to make poi. (Christie, IP) 
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The teachers from the cultural performances centre talked about their different strengths and 

confidence in music and dance.  

Mine is music. I play guitar and piano, so I do a lot of back up music for the children. 

Music should be available every day. (Rose, CP)  

We also have Kalani, who plays guitar and ukulele. We all have different strengths in 

music. (Lila, CP) 

Manu initiates the singing and dancing, she’s got charisma…you hear her, and everyone 

looks. (Rose, CP)  

Some teachers described their confidence levels in various arts experiences. Nita favoured visual 

art and was impressed by teachers who preferred engaging with the other arts: 

There are some things that work well for me…visual art activities…depending on what 

resources are available. I have been teaching for… over 24 years and most centres I have 

experienced offer the visual arts. It is the most common art form with resources readily 

available to us. I am amazed at teachers who are good at music and movement. For me, I 

really need to prepare and look for stuff to do that with children. Music and movement, 

needs preparation by looking for music beforehand. (Nita, AE) 

The teachers at Teresa’s centre noticed they were favouring visual arts over performing arts and 

have been trying to correct this imbalance: 

We realised at the beginning of the year, that it’s the other art forms that we could be 

offering more thought to. Performing arts and opportunities for children to be performing, 

through body, voice or instruments. We are strong on the materials and aesthetic side of 

things, but expressing means giving equal or more weight to the performing arts. It’s 

probably where we were thinking back in March. (Teresa, HP) 

Aria favoured music, integrated with art and drama: 

I love music, so my resources are always prepared and available for any situation. I like to 

put on different background music while the children are doing art. I enjoy doing drama 

with children and bringing in music and I am challenging myself with that too, I would like 

to use the magnetic board for children who are visual learners too, to make it more 

interactive. (Aria, SV)  

Greta, however, felt a little insecure when working with the arts: 

My participation is restrained by my prior experiences, feelings or limited content 

knowledge. When working with clay, I only have a vague idea and don’t necessarily have 

the knowledge and skills to follow it through. I could probably utilise people in the 

community, but that can be difficult with people so busy. I should try ask for their time and 
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expertise, because it’s valuable, like when Jade’s parents came to work with the children. 

Quite often though, it’s my content knowledge that’s a limitation. (Greta, HP)  

The teachers’ conversations about different ways of setting up arts experiences highlighted their 

individual preferences (see an example in Figure 48). “The way we set up our rooms and put things 

out, differs,” said Dianne (SV). Aria (SV) agreed: “That’s our drawing table over there, but we 

might decide to move the easel out and paint on the floor. We often take paint outside or have it in 

the water trough so it’s not just allocated to one spot.”  

 

Figure 48. An example of  a painting area set up in a particular way to evolve with the 

childrens interests . 

 Practical considerations—time, space, materials 

The teachers identified time, space and materials as important components of arts programmes. 

Time factors included continuity, which was emphasised by Jane: “Instead having different 

teachers—everyday morning and afternoon—one of the things here is that the same person is able 

to follow through experiences.” Greta added, “We are not simply getting something out to feed 

this moment, experiences will be revisited because we come back to them.” Lila and Rose from 

the cultural performances centre noted how they engage with the arts regularly: 

I think we’re very effective in our delivery of the arts here. (Rose, CP)  

If you make it a daily routine, that’s very effective. Repeating, and providing the same 

resources every day, the same musical instruments. You have different children—who have 

different ways of using them you know. That’s effective itself—an experience all in one. 

(Lila, CP)  
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Nita told how her team archives the children’s artwork so that transformative development can be 

seen throughout the year. 

We try to keep samples of the children’s work. It’s very important, even for the younger 

ones. At the start of the year when they come in, and at the end, you see the development 

in their drawings. From a head with eyes, arms and legs, they end up with bodies and 

extremities. From a ball with arms and legs to complete with body parts. (Nita, AE)  

Teresa described how she favours reflective practitioners over those who stick to immovable plans: 

It comes back to something we talked about earlier—how do you plan for this? It’s 

knowing you can’t have only one focus, you need a range of things to appeal to the likes 

of many. Paint might suit some, but sculpture or loose materials appeals to others. It’s that 

breadth of having things available that satisfies the whole group. Not ‘Oh its painting going 

on at the moment, I don’t like to paint so I am at a loose end’. There needs to be enough 

other materials to satisfy their artistic desires. (Teresa, HP) 

Practical considerations of time, space and materials were important factors which were seen to 

influence teacher’s interactions and their approaches when building on children’s experiences.  

 Teachers’ roles and responsibilities 

In response to a question about the effectiveness of their approaches to teaching the arts, Christie 

said, “We use a range of teaching strategies—setting up provocations, directing, observing and 

listening. It’s not just one thing”.  For Dianne, stimulating provocations arouse children’s interest: 

We focus a lot on our approaches, at mat times, putting music on, making art available, 

trying to think of diverse ways to excite children to run with it. (Dianne, SV) 

Using available resources, Nita makes arts experiences more accessible but noted the loss of 

engagement in the other arts: 

The visual art resources are already there! All you need do is think what to do with 

materials and tools that’s unusual. They paint every day, so it’s just a matter of making it 

different. But for music and movement and dramatic play, you have to prepare and build 

up resources. Sometimes that’s the one thing a centre lacks. Also, music and movement 

must be videoed, so how can you share that? (Nita, AE)  

Christie articulated her transformed practice: 

We decided to offer another option for Chinese Language Week—an activity with red 

paper and black paint because the children were working with Chinese characters. But they 

were not coming to it, because I think it was too restrictive. They are so used to normal 

painting that they were a bit lost because of the limited range of colours. Tomorrow we 

will offer the Chinese characters, with more colours so they have freedom and variety to 
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work with. I’m keen to see what happens when they come in. It’s fascinating how different 

experiences can help or hinder their participation, especially where children first arrive and 

settle in. It makes a big difference. 

Greta also reflected on aspects of her teaching: 

As far as our teaching goes and how that impacts on their arts experiences, a lot of it comes 

down to mindfulness. Mindfulness about what materials you might offer, how you present 

them or invite children to come and explore them. Also, mindfulness in how you are 

observing. If somebody else had come to the stonework that day (see Figure 49), they may 

not have seen anything happening. The difference is Freya was mindful of what she saw 

and noted that. 

 

 

Figure 49. Long-term project with stones at the heuristic play centre. 

Researcher Summary (Effective planning and approaches) 

The teachers discussed the effectiveness of their approaches, giving consideration to children’s 

interests and strengths as paramount and relevant in children’s thinking through the arts. The 

teachers’ strengths and interests determined which arts were to be favoured and they saw strengths 

in each other’s abilities. Some experiences were more accessible (visual arts) than others (music 

and movement), which they felt required preparation beforehand. Practical considerations (time, 

space and materials) showed how experiences are built over time, where space and materials also 

contribute to transformation. The teachers’ role and responsibilities included strategies which 

affirm children’s engagement and the potential of documentation and technology in making 

performing arts visible. The need for balanced arts programmes also highlighted the importance 

of including families. 
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Philosophical and Pedagogical Underpinnings 

This section presents a discussion about philosophical and pedagogical underpinnings that 

highlight theories of experience in the arts. Links are made to the philosophies and theories of arts 

education, including the teachers’ understandings of learners, their artistic development and 

culturally responsive pedagogies. The teachers discussed their own teaching practices as informed 

by theories, curriculum and their own values and beliefs.   

 A pedagogy of engagement 

A pedagogy of engagement promotes collaboration between children and active learning. Some of 

the teachers reflected on the importance of being responsive and reflective: 

Not all children are expressive verbally. The arts help us get to know our children, through 

their work, their drawings. That’s where we try to draw them out, by asking simple 

questions. The arts provide the first step for them to open up, as we access information they 

feel comfortable sharing. We might ask them to explain their drawing and their stories 

often come out. (Nita, AE)  

Role modelling and showing them is important as well—when we are doing messy play 

we don’t go “Ewww”, because this might limit children’s participation. Our role is to teach 

them the joy of it and I think that’s important. (Aria, SV) 

When asked about their philosophy of learning and teaching through the arts, Bianca said, 

“Experience! for them to experience the different ways of art. I mean art is…” Aria added, “hands 

on”.  

Dianne and Elle spoke of the child’s individuality and of encouraging self-expression from 

competent individuals creating their own experiences: 

To be individual so they each have their own way of expressing themselves. To see them 

do that whether through music, dance, painting or play dough...whatever it is, they are 

creating their own…experience. (Dianne, SV) 

Providing free access to materials at all times, as much as possible, instead of an attitude 

“this is the activity that is happening at this table and we are making this today.” Seeing 

children as competent. (Elle, IP)   

Christie agreed: “That’s it—seeing children as independent learners—because if we are choosing 

their medium all the time, that’s really restrictive. Those flowers were the provocation but it didn’t 

mean that was what they had to do.”  
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There’s a lot of risk taking in our philosophy…you can’t learn or extend yourself without 

taking risks. When early childhood students come into the centre we say “try it—try 

something new! If it doesn’t work, it’s okay but don’t give up on it. Try again and you’ll 

learn more each time…Making mistakes through the arts is fabulous. This book we have 

called Beautiful Oops is all about art that comes from mistakes. I created a wall display 

called Happy Accidents from things we put together that weren’t supposed to be together. 

(Christie, IP)  

Christie elaborated on the importance of trial and error and risk-taking: 

You have to discover the consequences of your actions. The worst thing people can say to 

children is “don’t put too much paint on the paper”. I’m thinking “Oh No! How will you 

know what is going to happen, if you don’t put too much paint on the paper?” So children 

paint in fear, not knowing what’s going to happen. All that happens is—it rips! It goes 

through, it’s not a major!! But if you don’t experience that, you live in fear, thinking 

something bad is going to happen, not knowing what it is. Imagine the artists who would 

not have big blobs of paint on their canvas if they had listened to others.  

Teresa, Greta and Jasmine, added their pedagogical perspectives:  

Acknowledging and documenting [arts experiences] feeds it back to children and that raises 

their self-esteem. It also empowers the next engagement because the next complexity is 

driven by that noticing. (Teresa, HP)  

Sharing the genuine joy of it is actually an important facet. (Greta, HP) 

Children like seeing you enjoying it. (Jasmine, HP) 

 Te Whāriki guidelines 

The teachers discussed how Te Whāriki (MoE, 1996) provides guidance regarding the arts.  

The values and framework Te Whāriki espouses gives us freedom to do what we’re doing. 

There are some basic values in there, like the child is capable and we ride with that. 

(Hannah, HP) 

Christie spoke of how it has endowed her with appropriate language to use as a practitioner: 

Te Whāriki gave me language I didn’t have in my thought processes before I studied. It is 

ingrained in me, second nature now…I don’t think about how it influences me, because it 

has already done it. It creates a solid foundation for us …the Reggio or RIE (Resources for 

Educarers) approaches inspire us, but Te Whāriki is the solid grounding we have come 

through with our qualification. It’s the language we use every day when writing our 

learning stories. It has quite easy language...not too technically based, but we do have to 

be careful with some educational language when talking with families and things. (Christie, 

IP)  
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Kalani appreciated the guidance Te Whāriki provides through well-being, health and safety and 

caring for our natural resources:  

It definitely provides guidance especially with the well-being, health and safety of the 

children. As well as looking at our natural resources, we refer to goals for the well-being 

of our children. (Kalani, CP) 

Aria was more critical about the lack of guidance for the creative and expressive arts and the value 

of emotional engagement the arts bring: 

I don’t think Te Whāriki offers a lot of explanation in the art arena…not much about 

creative and expressive arts—just the basics. My personal philosophy for visual art and 

music emphasises emotional aspects. The arts are expressive and children need their 

emotional well-being sorted first to go forward and learn. They need to feel safe and secure 

and the arts, especially music provides a good avenue for them to feel happy and 

comfortable. (Aria, SV)  

The teachers from the animal encounters centre shared their opinions on how to use the document 

to improve pedagogical engagement. Mei said, “Te Whāriki covers the arts through all those 

strands, especially exploration and communication”. Nita added: “But it only provides guidelines 

for what to do with children. It does not inform our planning, apart from enabling us to find the 

child’s disposition.” Wei added, “Then we need to put those dispositions into an activity”. Nita 

agreed: “Yes! Putting that into an activity, is how we extend it.” Prisha added, “We have to write 

it down”. Nita had the last word: 

The teachers have to come up with the plan themselves, but it is not from Te Whāriki. The 

expressive arts are not explicit in Te Whāriki’s framework, although they provide the basis 

for learning in early childhood. Children mainly learn from the arts—it is their main 

medium of expression which covers the whole spectrum—everything. A single art activity 

can cover all those strands of Te Whāriki, but a single art activity is not just that…it has a 

much wider horizon! (Nita, AE) 

The teachers considered how Te Whāriki (MoE, 1996) guides their practice, recognising whether 

the arts were validated although not specific. They acknowledged their role in weaving a rich 

curriculum from principles of teaching and underlying values.  

 Art-full pedagogies and experiences 

‘Art-full pedagogies and experiences’ means that teaching programmes are underpinned by rich 

experiences in the arts. The teachers were asked how central they believed the arts were to early 

childhood curriculum.  
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Dianne told us the arts are central to the application of the curriculum in her centre: 

There’s no question that the arts are the core! If you listen, you pick up a lot of what children 

are doing or formulating in their minds. When they are dressing up, they express what they 

are doing through their imaginations. Even when they sing spontaneously and that, you can 

listen. (Dianne, SV)  

Nita claimed that children learn best through the arts (art-full pedagogies): 

I always go through art because for me that’s how children… learn. It aligns with their 

interest and nobody will get bored or say ‘no’ to art. Different forms might appeal, some 

children are not into painting, but you can provide other art activities they would like. You 

can never go wrong with art for children and you can bring out so many concepts through 

art. For young ones, free-flow art is the best. (Nita, AE) 

For Aria, tactile experiences and spontaneity through the arts have a certain vitality:  

We bring in different textures through tactile experiences and colours are so significant. 

We try to go with children’s interests too, but not always. I really love spontaneous art, it 

just brings out colour and life. (Aria, SV)   

The other teachers recognised how the arts link to other subjects. Christie (IP) identified how 

“maths and science come into children’s art exploration”. This suggests that maths and science 

pedagogies can be art-full as well. Elle also made links to writing to drawing: 

It all comes from art. The precursor to writing is drawing and being able to draw 

strengthens the muscles in their hands. One little boy who wouldn’t normally do art things 

wanted to make a kiwi puppet, so we looked it up. He made one and we had child after 

child come and want to do it too, so we ended up doing more and more. I could tell he felt 

really good about the fact that it was his idea and where that had led to. (Elle, AE) 

Christie added, “That’s why we exhibit our children’s art, because it’s a political statement to their 

families about how important art is”.  

The teachers at the heuristic play centre made connections to dance as a language of bodily shapes 

and movement. 

When thinking about the dancing we’d be doing outside, quite often our conversations with 

children included talk about the shapes of their bodies—how can they make their body 

shape bigger? A lot comes into your language when you’re doing movement. You bring in 

shape and form while making your body long or short. (Greta, HP)  

With the dancing we’ve been doing, an arabesque with their hands or pirouette with their 

feet, we’ve uncovered all this new vocabulary with children—terms for dance positions 

was a whole new realm to talk about. The big onus in this room is on being aware of 

potential language and conversation you could have in any set up. That could involve 
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science, technology, social cues or aesthetics. Your role is to put the words behind what’s 

visible. Like the perfume bottles there (see Figure 50). Perfume has fragrance, it’s not a 

smell, it’s a fragrance. Here’s a new word—fragrance—what does it mean? “Can you sniff” 

is an interesting exercise for a two-year-old to be able to learn. (Teresa, HP) 

 

Figure 50. Perfume bottles were provocations for learning new language and concepts. 

These teachers recognised the centrality of the arts in ECE and its potential for children learning 

and development.  

 Equity and valuing children’s contributions 

When asked if it were possible to reproduce some experiences with different groups of children, 

the teachers highlighted the importance of being inclusive and culturally responsive. The teachers 

from the cultural performances centre expressed the importance of cultural values: 

I think the most important thing in our philosophy is to maintain our language and culture. 

It is important when we are doing our art, we are printing, but we use natural resources to 

maintain our culture. Not only that—but the way we, as teachers are dressing by using our 

lava lava to maintain our culture and identity. (Kalani, CP) 

The infants and toddlers can show you what they have done, but you still need to think 

about it and guess their ideas. So when you transfer it to a learning story, the important 

thing is to see them showing enjoyment and that they had fun. (Mei, AE)  

With reference to age equity, the teachers in the seaview centre reflected on the age differences 

between the two-year-olds and three- to four-year-olds. Dianne said, “Our environment changes, 

especially when the little ones come in”. Bianca agreed: “Yes! I think we work around that, 

knowing you have the little ones, means you do more to include them”.  Celia added, “We make 
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it more accessible for them, rather than only for the older ones”. Bianca added, “It’s more sensory, 

there’s more touch in it”. 

There are certain art activities you have to customise according to their age. For the older 

children, there needs to be a degree of challenge in the activity. It could be the same 

activity, but the degree of difficulty would differ depending on their ages. We include some 

activities, like cutting for older children, but not for the younger ones. That’s where the 

challenge is in this room, because if it’s the same thing across the board, the younger ones 

could say “Okay, let’s just do this and then go”. They would not persevere with the work, 

nor focus on it so not much attention would be given. But if you customise it to their skills 

and age characteristics, you will have a more successful activity. So customising becomes 

our challenge. (Nita, AE)  

The teachers in the heuristic play centre noted the two- to three-year-old children’s developing 

competence. Teresa said, “Our toddlers who experienced ephemeral art, have now gone to the 

older children’s room. You should see what they now do over there.” Hannah added, “It’s 

embedded in them, it’s happening all the time, not just with stones, but with blocks, sticks and 

everything”.  

The materials might be similar but there are new opportunities. It’s not just reproducing, it 

has a layer of complexity to what’s built on before. Those children who were not ready to 

get in and do stuff here, have seen the potential and now they’ve got time and space in 

another environment and context to realise their plans. (Teresa, HP) 

Many people say ‘Won’t they start drawing on the carpet, floor or walls with these 

materials? We’ll need to contain them and watch them.’ But our framework of management 

allows that to happen. (Hannah, HP)  

Researcher Summary (Pedagogy and philosophical underpinnings) 

The teachers reflected on philosophical and pedagogical aspects of children’s learning in the arts 

and recognised important values and beliefs which underpin their teaching. They emphasised 

responsive, reflective practice and were open to children’s ideas and forms of expression. They 

saw that children need to take risks to discover the outcomes of their actions. They considered the 

influence of Te Whāriki on their practice, with links to emotional aspects and children’s holistic 

well-being. Some teachers saw how reference to the arts was lacking and planning for the arts was 

a part of their own approaches and practices. 

These teachers all endorsed the arts as being central to an early childhood curriculum and they 

highlighted artistic elements used in their day-to-day practice. They shared how the arts are 

brought into conversation with young children through their listening and communicating. They 
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articulated many benefits of the arts, including developmental areas (language and concepts) and 

links to curriculum areas (literacy, maths, science). The importance of art-full conversations and 

stimulating experiences was emphasised.  

The importance of connecting culture through the arts emphasised children’s sense of place and 

natural materials. When children became aware of language through their natural environment and 

connections with place, this contributed to their identity and sense of belonging. Equitable 

contributions included culture, gender, ages and abilities of children where effective approaches 

invite all participation, and this included children’s families.  

Qualities of Transformative Experience 

The next set of themes resonate with the qualities of transformative experience discussed in 

previous chapters, aiming to reveal the teachers’ understanding of the underlying nature of 

transformative experience in the arts.  

 Heightened sensory (aesthetic) responses 

As defined and discussed in previous chapters, qualities of sense (touch and taste, sight and 

hearing) have aesthetic significance. Many teachers shared stories about their children’s 

engagement in sensory play, such as engaging with finger paint, slime and clay, which help 

children learn about different textures and materials.  

The babies feel emotionally settled and don’t get agitated for the whole day. Giving them 

sensory play calms them and they give more concentration to other activities. (Prisha, AE)  

We did finger-painting, so I poured paint on top of the table. Some children just stood there 

and watched. I think they were wondering what to do? So the teachers rolled up their 

sleeves and said ‘Okay come on, let’s mix it up together’. When you get messy together, 

the children are happy. We all had very messy hands, so I think they enjoyed it, especially 

the teachers, because it was quite calming. (Wei, AE)  

Christie had previously shared a story about the toddlers using their whole bodies to encounter a 

canvas drizzled with paint by crawling, slipping and slithering through: “They laughed and giggled 

while others lay on the side moving their arms and making shapes.”  

Elle noticed how the sensory materials, such as play dough, drawing or painting, calms the three- 

to four-year-old children when they arrive each morning: “They often go straight there to settle 

themselves.”  Ingrid recalled the children’s engagement with semi-precious stones, noting how 

their increased attention to detail transformed how they looked at these objects: 
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It was interesting to note the children’s responses to different types of stones. Some opened 

the treasure box with polished semi-precious stones and sat for hours looking at how the 

light came through. One boy noticed the dark green one (malachite) had little concentric 

circles and was fascinated that it was rough on one side and smooth on the other. “That 

looks just like a tortoise Ingrid,” he said. They noticed detail and spent a lot of time 

experiencing and mindfully examining the stones—feeling how cold, smooth or rough they 

were. (Ingrid, HP) 

Rose noticed that children often sing while playing and using their imaginations, helping to 

transform their environment: 

Young children are always using their imaginations. Singing comes into their pretend play 

as well. You hear them in the family corner, singing to their little baby dolls. For toddlers 

and babies as well, the more sensory and hands on the better. (Rose, CP)  

The teachers all recognised the importance of children’s engagement with sensory materials and 

they also made links to their emotional well-being. 

 Children’s emotions and efficacy  

The teachers reflected on experiences which influence children’s emotional well-being. Christie 

noticed how individual children are able to self-regulate their emotions through play and 

transformative arts experiences. They talked about their own and the children’s efficacy: 

Play dough as well as painting are always their favourites. Very quiet children are usually 

involved in the arts and will be quietly painting, but observing what everybody else is 

doing. Then through that they will come out of their shell, like one young girl we’ve got. 

It’s a very powerful tool. It’s fascinating how children’s concerns or worries come out in 

their role-play. It was amazing to see how children can work through their fears when arts 

experiences are made available. Their interest in firemen led to opportunities in dramatic 

play and painting (using fire colours). I went to a workshop about the children involved in 

Christchurch’s earthquakes. Their role-play was just phenomenal all about safety and 

survival. (Christie, HP)  

“Hannah goes straight to the painting easel every morning,” said Bianca (SV). “It calms and settles 

her,” replied Dianne. Susie said “Some arts experiences are more emotional than others. You can 

see the looks on their faces while they are doing it”. Dianne reflected on how using art helped her 

daughter in efficacious ways: 

I was amazed at how a paper and crayons…and quiet, gentle talking, enabled us to see 

where she was emotionally and offer help. I found that amazing and that’s when I first 

realised the importance of art in children’s lives. (Dianne, SV)  
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Lila (CP) said that “the Easter story was sad, they were crying when they looked at Jesus. Even 

now when I remind them they have tears”. Rose agreed: “That was a good example. You think 

you’re keeping them in the loop, with the whole Jesus story, but it really got to most of them 

emotionally. We didn’t expect it to affect them in that way.”  

 Creative impulses, improvisation and  meaning making 

The teachers were invited to provide examples of meaningful arts experiences for children.  

To me, the meaningful ones are the ones in which their curiosity takes over and they want 

to be involved. They make meaning out of it and it becomes something relevant to them. 

We were making Chinese lanterns a couple of years ago, celebrating Chinese New Year. 

One boy had just moved house, so his Chinese lantern wasn’t a Chinese lantern, it was his 

new house. That’s the empowerment of being listened to. Like Elle said “a meaningful arts 

experience is when a child asks to do something and it comes to fruition”. (Christie, IP) 

A family of musicians comes in occasionally to do a performance. Every school holidays, 

they bring their different instruments and last time it was the cello that came in. (Hannah, 

HP)   

They really enjoy having the chance to touch and feel the instruments and have a little bit 

of a play afterwards. When Ben’s got the sax out, they’ll stay for quite a while, quite 

fascinated by how it all works. I think it’s easier to answer what isn’t a meaningful 

experience and that’s where you have got a prescribed thought in mind about what children 

are going to do or achieve and produce. Sometimes, with the best of intentions, I have gone 

in with something that I am really passionate about. But when they try achieve it, it flops 

and I go “Oh well, that should have taught me a lesson”. (Greta, HP) 

The children in the centre for animal encounters had walked to the fish market, which provoked a 

long-term interest and investigation of fish over several months. 

It was meaningful. Some of them even drew mermaids with the fish. They went into the 

whole realm of sea creatures, including imaginary things. The main thing is they expressed 

their ideas. (Prisha, AE) 

The teachers recognised how purposeful experiences lead to growth for children. For Wei, this 

was developing social skills: 

I think the most important thing for the younger ages is that they had lots of fun, they talked 

to their friends and had a good time playing with the paint or creating their drawings. (Wei, 

AE) 

Children becoming more focused and mindful and following ideas through had been noticed by 

Greta. 
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It’s really invigorating when you see a child using materials with mindfulness, focus and 

purpose. You see they’ve got an agenda or plan they’re thinking through. You see from 

their behaviour and expressions whether it’s a random act or if they have a creative idea in 

mind they want to set in motion or follow through on. (Greta, HP)  

Meaningful had to feel good, for Bianca, especially when children learn how to do something for 

the first time: 

It’s meaningful because you feel good when there are things they like. Maybe they didn’t 

know how to do something, then they start doing it and you can see on their faces. It might 

even just be putting paint on their hands. (Bianca, SV) 

The seaview centre team agreed with Bianca that “a meaningful experience is something different 

they are experiencing and it feels good”. Susie added “Joy—when you can see them enjoying it—

it’s nice”. Dianne added, “It gives them a sense of achievement”. 

 Teacher-child transformation 

In using the term ‘teacher-child transformation’ I am referring to situations where both the teacher 

and the child have a transformative experience. For the teacher, it may simply be that the children 

do something in the arts that they did not previously think possible. In response to the question 

about how they feel after engaging in transformative arts experiences with children, many teachers 

acknowledged their new-found perceptions and abilities. Ingrid noted her own personal 

transformation in her engagements with twentieth-century artists and that she could see 

possibilities for the children in her centre: 

Visual art is not something that I would consider my strength. What I’ve been working on 

recently has come from something I really enjoy. It started off with my enjoyment of oil 

pastels. I love how Kandinsky and Hundertwasser play with shape, colour and line. It 

excites me. I love it and it came from something that I really enjoy. It’s translated and has 

a somatic nature to it which has lots of scope for children. (Ingrid, HP)  

For Freya, it was a professional development talk about being an artist that transformed her 

perceptions: 

I never saw myself as an artist until I went to Ann Pelo’s talk about three or four years ago. 

She just had this kind of liberating approach—“We are all artists and actually we are all 

very creative so just relax and have fun.” (Freya, HP)  

Teresa recounted how a child gained facility with a pen through his desire to draw a dinosaur, 

which transformed her teacher perceptions and the child’s ability with a pen: 
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Thinking about impacting on children’s learning—take the children’s interests, for 

example. By recognising they had this narrative bubbling inside of themselves that needed 

to be expressed—whether as dinosaurs or whatever other animal they chose for the day. 

We invited them to choose other media to tell that story through. I think that allowed 

Jonathan to sit down with the vivid pens. In the first horror of “I don’t know how to use a 

pen”, he was suddenly drawing these dinosaurs. This amazing story was unfolding through 

the vivid pens. Seeing how that impacts on children’s learning, allowing them to see 

themselves as capable in a wide range of media. (Teresa, HP)  

For Lila, personal transformation came from the satisfaction of knowing the children have gained 

a deeper understanding through something they had done together: 

You feel great, like you have achieved something when children have gained (deeper 

understanding) from what you have shared. (Lila, CP) 

Transformation for Rose could involve families as well as the children and teachers:     

You feel like you have passed on some of your knowledge. Involving children’s families’ 

makes it so much more meaningful, then it’s not just for the centre, but family is also part 

of their learning. That’s why our graduation and stuff like that has a major influence. (Rose, 

CP) 

Acceptance of cultural identity affected Anika: 

Then you feel like you are a real Samoan. (Anika, CP)  

Imitating how animals move was a transformative experience for Lila: 

The children singing their new song about how the crocodile moves. Children and babies 

all respond, they do the actions. It’s so nice to see them. (Lila, CP)  

At the end of my visit, the teachers from the cultural performances centre began singing a beautiful 

children’s song in Samoan language, with the tune starting off using a similar melody to “The 

Little Red Wagon”, and we were all transformed by the setting. 

Researcher Summary (Qualities of Transformative Experience) 

The teachers saw how children’s perceptual awareness was evoked through heightened sensory 

response. The teachers’ understandings made connections to how children might feel as they 

embody a process. They noticed how arts experiences are able to calm the children emotionally 

and help them to regulate their emotions. Rose (CP) noticed how her children had embodied sounds 

and gestures and were often creating musical ‘soundtracks’ to accompany their experiences. 

Embodiment links to thinking, imagining, being, doing and interacting with worlds. It grounds us 

in the world, and it is within these modes that transformation can happen.  
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The teachers talked about meaningful experiences for children, with examples of varied arts forms 

which had engaged their children. They noticed how meaningful experiences were ones which had 

a purpose that the children could relate to. The child-led investigations would often become 

journeys which continued over months and children’s imaginations helped them make sense of 

their experiences. The teacher-child transformations show how deep engagement in the arts can 

change their perceptions of the children and within themselves. They felt increased confidence and 

efficacy through deepened awareness of aesthetic properties. The teachers felt inspired after being 

involved in arts experiences with young children. Some spoke of their own transformation when 

implementing satisfying experiences with children. They also recognised the importance of family 

participation and the potential in the arts for shared cultural understandings.  

Summary 

This chapter has captured the teachers’ perceptions of children’s engagement in the creative and 

expressive arts through emergent themes: conditions for experience; effective planning and 

approaches; pedagogy and philosophical underpinnings; and qualities of transformative 

experiences. Throughout the data collection and analysis processes that have informed this project, 

these emergent headings resonate with the language and culture of the arts in early childhood 

settings.  

This chapter reports key findings in relation to the first research sub-question:   

How might a teacher know that an arts experience has been transformative? 

The teachers revealed a phenomenological understanding of what transformative experiences look 

and feel like. Their discussion of the conditions for experience emphasises the important factors 

which provide the potential for transformative, rich experiences experiences to happen. The 

teachers’ descriptions of effective planning included their approaches used to encourage 

transformative experience in the  arts. They highlight the importance of knowing their learners and 

the arts, as well as their own strengths and interests. The underpinning philosophies and 

pedagogical theories which inform teachers’ practice also reflected the curriculum and their own 

values and beliefs. As Eisner (2002) contends “the expressive arts provide a spectrum of forms 

through which meanings can be made, revised, shared and discovered” (p. 230).  The important 

aesthetic qualities in transformative experience include intellectual, emotional and practical 

dimensions, with implications for practice. 
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These emergent themes identified in this chapter contribute some insight into processes and 

products of experience through art-making, as defined by teachers’ descriptions of experience in 

early childhood settings. They also respond to the first research question (What makes an arts 

experience transformative?), and these responses will be used to lay the foundation for a definition 

of transformative experiences in the arts. The themes in this chapter link to the findings in Chapter 

6 (observations of children in early childhood settings) and will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 9. Certain experiential themes recur as commonalities in the various gathered descriptions 

and these are examined in the next chapter, Chapter 8, where I carry through this same process 

with the student teachers.  
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To see, hear, touch and taste is more than recognition, it is to perceive, and the continuity 

of time, shapes order and organisation as experience. (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 24) 
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Chapter 8: Student Teachers’ Perspectives of Arts 

Experiences  

Introduction 

This chapter presents the student teachers’ perceptions of children’s experiences in the arts. It 

responds to the second research sub-question:  

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and 

through the arts in early childhood education? 

This study uses focus group discussions to ascertain the perspectives of student teachers from two 

tertiary education providers. Focus Groups allow multiple voices to be heard in one setting (Smith 

et al., 2009, p. 71). Student teachers are significant because it is during their training that they begin 

to form and develop their pedagogy. The focus groups brought attention to both pedagogy and 

their own understanding of the role of play and the arts in the early childhood curriculum. It is  

important to know how students perceive the arts and what they see enacted in centres where 

experienced early childhood teachers and programmes, have the potential to enable transformative 

experiences to happen. This chapter adds an important layer to the research.  

The student participants were recruited from two separate tertiary institutions and the focus group 

discussions took place on each of the two campuses. The aim of the focus group questions was to 

trigger the student teachers’ memories and reflections of their practicum experiences and draw out 

relevant themes which might inform arts-based pedagogies. The student teachers in the study were 

at various stages in their training and their conversations in the focus groups clearly showed that 

they were developing an understanding of what meaningful play and arts experiences might look 

and feel like. Their conversations revealed the number of ways in which learning environments 

can enable children’s transformative experiences in the arts or otherwise restrict them. The thirteen 

student teachers were able to identify when teachers might block (intentionally or unintentionally) 

the potential for transformative experiences to happen. Their shared conversations also revealed 

their developing understanding of what a transformative art experience might look like and its 

value to children’s learning, development and identity. These findings aligned with the first 

research sub-question:  
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How might a [student] teacher know that an arts experience has been transformative?  

As discussed previously, the focus groups, drawing on interpretative phenomenological analysis, 

aimed to capture two levels of meaning: Level 1—descriptive/manifest, and Level 2—

interpretation and reflective analysis/latent. The open-ended questions were sequenced from 

primarily narrative and descriptive towards more analytic and/or evaluative. Questions began by 

addressing the student teachers’ initial teaching experiences in terms of contextual details about 

the kinds of centres attended, the ages of the children and the learning environments. They 

described arts experiences provided at their centres while co-constructing an understanding of the 

notion of experience. Their descriptions retained vital phenomenal qualities, bringing to life 

examples from their practicum experiences. They discussed arts journeys they had been involved 

in and ventures they would like to plan for the future.  

Emerging Themes Around Transformative Experiences 

In line with Moustakas (1994), my analysis of the data helped identify key themes and patterns 

that aligned with the research questions. Each transcript was analysed to draw out relevant data 

and look for convergent threads. Each set of initial prompts drew out a number of salient themes 

relevant to arts-based pedagogies. As identified in chapter 7, (Teachers’ Perspectives of Arts 

Experiences) the student teachers’ responses became themes, later classified into thematic clusters, 

contributing to a framework for understanding children’s transformative experiences in the arts: 

conditions for experience; effective planning and approaches; pedagogy and philosophical 

underpinnings; and, qualities of transformative experience.  

My presentation of data in this chapter includes descriptions of the student teachers’ responses 

under emergent thematic headings. Brief explanations and comments are provided as well as a 

discussion at the end of each section which includes a summary of the student teachers’ lived 

experiences. Table 7 shows the emergent themes and thematic cluster categories.  

Table 7. Emergent Themes and Cluster Categories from Student Teacher Responses 

Thematic cluster Themes 

Conditions for experience  Frequency and variety of media and materials 

 Availability of context for quality experiences 

 Responsive to daily rhythm  

 Process and product  

 Child-initiated and teacher-framed events  
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 Open-ended experiences and freedom of expression 

Effective planning and 

approaches 
 Children’s interests and strengths  

 Student teachers’ interests and strengths  

 Teachers’ role and responsibility  

Pedagogy and philosophical 

underpinnings 
 Responsive and reflective teacher practitioners 

 Te Whāriki guidelines 

 Art-full pedagogies and experiences  

 Equity and valuing children’s contributions 

Qualities of transformative 

experiences 
 Heightened sensory (aesthetic) responses  

 Children’s emotions and efficacy  

 Creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making 

 Transformative perceptions for the teacher and the 

children  

 

Conditions for Experience in the Arts 

The first set of questions invited student teachers to discuss the kinds of arts experiences provided 

at their practicum centres, including experiences they were involved in and how they went about 

setting these up for the children. The following themes form part of the thematic cluster ‘conditions 

for experience’: frequency and variety of media and materials; availability of context for quality 

experiences; responsive to daily rhythm; process and product; child-initiated and teacher-framed 

events; open-ended experiences and freedom of expression.  

 Frequency and variety of media and materials 

The findings in this section indicate that children’s access to a variety of quality media and 

materials is significant. The student teachers identified the importance of freely accessible media 

and materials, such as having painting easels available daily and providing a wide range of media, 

such as paint, brushes, sponges, pencils, paint and clay. They described how their centres provided 

children with media and materials both indoors and outdoors. This demonstrates an understanding 

of how access to materials widens children’s experience.  

Jacinta noted that her kindergarten practicum had “beautiful paua shells and paintings on the walls 

for children to look at”, and Olivia talked about availability of materials: 

It could even be a basket of fabrics, they don’t need expensive materials such as Disney 

princess dresses. We want children to be imaginative and use their creativity, to think what 

they could use by problem-solving for themselves. (Olivia) 
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Aloese noted that allowing children to choose their own art materials can be empowering. She saw 

the connection to children’s interests when transformation occurs through imaginative play: 

The boys don’t have to have a Batman cape. It can be a sheet they’ve just placed on their 

back and tied around their neck. They just go zooming around and love that. It’s 

transformative for them to go from their normal selves, to being someone else. (Aloese) 

A range of resources was seen as important. Veronica proposed that using a variety of music genres 

invites exposure to different beats, rhythms, instruments and melodies, and Jacinta noted that the 

teacher can be a resource: “Our enthusiasm and involvement is also essential.”  

Sofia and Olivia were disappointed to find their centres provided visual arts materials that were 

not of an acceptable standard.  

A basket of broken crayons all mixed together can leave anyone demotivated and I didn’t 

see many children engaging in much visual art there. (Sofia) 

There were no crayons available, yet the children love these! They need to discover the 

affordances of different materials, feeling the difference between paint and a pencil for 

instance. (Olivia) 

Olivia noticed the lack of visual arts materials for the under-twos, emphasising that good materials 

help children develop their tactile ability and a sense of discernment. Eva agreed, and she 

transformed her perspectives by thinking critically: 

When younger ones went downstairs, they were always drawn to the easels. This made me 

think - why isn’t there ever a specific art area for under-twos? It seems there isn’t much 

emphasis on the arts, because the main concern is with functionality (routines) and health 

and safety of the children. The arts were seen as a tack on! 

 

Veronica and Heather referred to the materials in their music areas.  

Our centre’s music corner was often ill-equipped, with things missing, such as the triangle 

beaters. I get the spoons out so they can listen to a triangle for the first time. They are not 

taught to look after musical instruments. (Veronica)  

 

Most of the time they [the instruments] are hidden away on a shelf. The children don’t even 

recognise them unless a teacher brings them out. They aren’t going to go up and grab them, 

so I put them on the table. They all get into it, singing and playing group songs like ‘Jingle 

Bells’ and it’s really fun. The Asian children in my centre started singing ‘Twinkle little 

star’ in Chinese. It was real interesting how it moved towards a cultural view. (Heather)  

Having materials is one important aspect of teaching the creative and expressive arts, but 

establishing situations and contexts in which the materials can be used is of equal importance.  
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 Availability of context for quality experiences 

The student teachers identified the importance of providing contexts where quality arts experiences 

can happen. The term context denotes the way children’s lived experiences connect to their 

environment and how attention to time and space allows them to encounter materials. Contexts 

might be environmental, cultural, places, or movement, music and role-play, for example. 

Eva and Olivia were concerned that the arts experiences for infants and toddlers were minimal 

because they were often seen as too messy or noisy. Eva found that painting experiences were 

considered too messy “because they put everything into their mouths”.  

The children were put into highchairs and their hands stamped onto the paper with their 

names added. These pictures were placed into their portfolios. A music experience, 

consisted of a teacher using her phone to play the song “Fire Truck” to an infant repeatedly! 

(Olivia)  

In contrast, the three- to four-year-old children at Radha’s kindergarten practicum experienced an 

environment where they were encouraged to explore colour freely: 

Back in India, for our Diwali Festival, we create Rangoli…The teacher encouraged me to 

provide this new experience for the children… by ordering the powders. When I gathered 

the children around to show them the colours, the teacher said, “It’s a new experience for 

them, they haven’t touched powders before”. So we let them start by exploring the powders 

with their hands and some even applied it to their bodies. After this exploration, we put the 

powders inside the tube and they discovered how to spill it all around. It was fun when they 

threw colours over each other. We took them to the outside area, where they started to draw 

pictures of their own, circles and triangles…the whole day was spent exploring colours for 

Diwali. 

Olivia noted the lack of opportunity for children to create their own experiences, indicating that 

many arts experiences were secondary in nature. “They aren’t making their own music! It is always 

off a CD, so we sing to that. One teacher used poi to start a spontaneous kapa haka session, but 

that’s pretty much it for music.” Veronica added, “Even when teachers share a big book [of songs], 

they rely on a CD”. Sofia told how her centre had a set of ukuleles and drums: 

But they were all kept up high on the shelf where the children couldn’t get them down. I 

only ever saw the teacher use the ukulele once while sitting down with the children, but it 

seemed to be only the teacher playing them. 

Jacinta agreed that a lack of live music misses the potential to inspire movement and dance 

experiences. 
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 Responsive to daily rhythm 

Arts experiences often occur as part of the daily rhythm, driven by the children’s impulse and 

interests. Being responsive to daily rhythm reflects acknowledgement of how children move 

through their day and how its structure determines their lived experiences or creates opportunities 

for new rhythms and flow. Daily rhythm is about spontaneity of response and establishing an 

atmosphere which engages body and mind. Luisa provided an example of children’s 

experimentation with sound during play:  

We were in the sandpit when a child put a pipe into the sand and made it stand up. Another 

child put a bowl on the top of the pipe and poured water into it. The other child saw that 

and got a spoon and started banging on it. This was a great sound invention! 

When Talia took her guitar along, she recognised how being open to daily rhythm enabled more 

meaningful musical involvement: 

They were fully engaged in music and wanted to keep going. I started taking my guitar in 

every week and singing the same songs, so they could get used to them. My experience is 

that they have learned something, they were so interested they didn’t want it to end. 

But, not all centres appreciated such spontaneity with sound and when Veronica started playing 

her guitar, she was quickly scolded for disturbing the peace:  

I stimulated a happy, engaged and involved group of children who sang and performed 

their moves to a lively Māori action song called “Paki Paki” (Clap, Clap). However, a 

teacher came along saying, “It’s too noisy, take the guitar and children outside”, which 

closed down this enjoyable experience for the children. 

 Open-ended experiences and freedom of expression 

When the student teachers talked about the open-ended nature of experiences provided in their 

home practicum centres, they emphasised expressive and transformative elements. 

Dancing and painting are good ways for our children to express their emotions. They can 

do whatever they want at their own free will and don’t have to follow any line. That’s how 

we express the arts in our centre. (Ngaire)  

Our centre allows the children to express themselves thoroughly through pretend play. 

They enjoy being able to transform themselves every day. (Aloese) 

I use books which are singable and rhyming, so children often join in. I invite them to make 

up their own melodies. They even start memorising it too - it’s amazing! (Veronica)  
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Sofia recalled how she had responded to the children’s interest in animal role-play and the boys 

transformed the activity into something quite different: 

The children pretended to be baby cats, dogs and rabbits, going around the kindergarten 

with each other on a leash. Many were really into this, so I set up an open-ended mask 

making activity. I put out paper plates with hole punchers so they could do draw, glue 

stick…whatever. I was careful not to be prescriptive about what they could make, but at 

the same time, trying to teach them techniques. It was an interesting learning experience, 

because a group of boys noticed the plates had stars and stripes on the other side—like the 

American flag. One boy said “Look, its Captain America!” They started making shields 

out of them with paper swords and used them in dramatic play. 

When asked whether they might reproduce these described experiences with different groups of 

children, Sofia responded: 

I would offer the same materials again just to see what happens. As a teacher, you learn 

about the children by the way they interpret materials and what they choose to create from 

them.  

Sofia had transformed her pedagogic perspectives when the boys created their own props for 

Captain America: 

The same materials became something completely different for the boys, but equally useful 

to their role-play. It was cool to see how children could use the same materials and process 

to create a completely different product for their play. (Sofia) 

Felicity also noticed differences in children’s responses, describing how she had set up sound 

exploration activities by tying two pieces of rope together with pots and pans in-between.  

The children found sticks and started playing these utensils like drums. I tried this in two 

different centres and saw the children interact differently within the same experience. For 

the boys it was movement which interested them; they only wanted to bounce on the rope 

while holding on. Some girls came along and were interested in how the utensils were tied 

to the rope, so they got into tying knots and went to find other things they could tie on. 

They didn’t worry about what it sounded like either. (Felicity) 

 Process and product 

Veronica noticed that the visual arts were often product-oriented, one-off craft activities. She said 

this did not reflect the educational flavour received in her teacher training: “One teacher made 

potato stamps and got the child to hold the potato, put it into the white paint and stamp it onto 

black paper. It created three blobs, small, medium and large, designed to resemble a snowman”. 

Veronica reflected on how decontextualised the activity was: “They were all put on the wall. But 



188 

  

this was in summer to show winter! And it doesn’t even snow in Auckland!” She also noted that 

the cultural implications of using food for play violates the Māori world view (nga tikanga). She 

added: “They just like to do art! But this does not reflect the Te Whāriki of our twenty-first 

century!” 

Sofia agreed, noting that “dramatic play was also product-oriented and more about putting on a 

show”. 

This kindergarten has three mat times a day, so for morning mat time the teacher read the 

story of The Three Billy Goats Gruff. They made props, using a big piece of paper to paint 

a bridge and two grass hills. “This is the bridge and these are going to be the grass hills.” 

They made headbands for goats’ horns and the children were encouraged to get up in front 

of the class at next mat time to act out the story. But it was, “You’re the goat and you’re 

going to say, “Trip trap trip trap” while crossing the bridge. The troll will jump up and say 

“Stop”. 

Veronica responded, “So it was more like enacting the story, like a play script that’s already 

decided upon?” Sofia continued: “Yes! With the teacher saying “Okay, it’s your turn to do this 

now, it’s your turn to do that…now say this. It was all predetermined and totally prescribed.” 

It was the complete opposite to things we have done with our drama lecturer who had 

shown us ‘process drama’ has a purpose. It was hard to see what the purpose of that [The 

Three Billy Goats Gruff] was, apart from learning ‘this is a prop, this is your costume and 

this is your role’. There was no input from the children really! (Sofia) 

Veronica expressed an alternative concern: 

There can also be too much hands off! Although ‘free play’ reflects the centre philosophy, 

it can mean children are left to their own devices too often. It makes us teachers feel 

repressed, thinking ‘Have I got permission to do something?’ ‘Can I do something please?  

Veronica provided an example, explaining how she was outside with the children and had sensed 

they were getting scratchy and bored:  

So I sang and played ‘See the little bunnies sleeping’. I have even used that song when they 

are too wild, I just sing it and the next minute they calm down. “Sleep little bunnies, sleep, 

sleep, sleep” [in whispers]. Sometimes I keep them sleeping and they just lie there and they 

won’t get up when you say “Hop little bunnies”, because they are still sleeping. So I think 

they must have needed that. 

Olivia agreed about teachers being more hands on:  

I’m quite big on product, for me it’s not solely about process. How the process eventuates 

and is celebrated is also important…many children desire a product. Take art out into 
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society, an artist makes art not purely for their own satisfaction…a lot of artists would be 

thrilled if someone commissioned their work. Musicians play for the love and joy it brings, 

but they like their stage because its acceptance and acknowledgement of their skill, effort 

and the time put into polishing their craft. It worries me when people think about just the 

process, because I think the product is a valid, necessary and important aspect. In 

education, we tend to ‘throw out the baby with the bath water’. 

Sofia concurred: “I think it’s not an either/or.  It’s an And!  

It’s not black and white—not a duality— if you like its grey! What’s good to focus on for 

some children, might not necessarily be what you focus on for others. I think we have to 

take caution that it’s not just the process, but process and occasionally the product. 

 Child-initiated and teacher-framed events 

Jacinta noted a similar dualism around child-initiated and teacher-led activities which she felt often 

hindered children’s experiences.  

The children were keen on painting so I took in paper doilies for them to paint on. One of 

the teachers wasn’t keen on it and said “That’s a bit too teacher led”, until she saw how the 

children actually liked seeing the effect of painting on the doily.  

The resulting series of ink blots had made wonderful patterns. Although Jacinta had led the 

activity, she felt the children’s perception of art making was quite transformative by providing 

them with an introduction to basic principles of printing. She felt the children had experienced a 

new-found sense of ability: 

When the children pulled off the doily they revealed an impression (print) left behind. They 

wanted to keep the doilies as well as the print which I had shown them how to do. The 

teacher was happy when it was their idea, but wasn’t happy that I had given them this new 

idea! I like to think we all bring our own ideas for the children to add to and do what they 

like with. I was a bit disappointed, but it’s interesting how people take ‘following the 

child’s interest’ literally and exclude your interests and things you bring. 

Sofia recalled her lecturer in the visual arts course who had talked about how children do not 

inherently have all the skills. “We don’t expect children to know how to write without being taught. 

So there are skills that relate to the arts that can be taught and as teachers we can lead children in 

the directions they like.” 

Aloese had taken her guitar along to her practicum and her proactive approach was accepted with 

enthusiasm: 

I started taking my guitar to the centre and they had never had a musician teach them songs 

before. I brought some old buckets from my dad’s home and we didn’t have drum sticks, 
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but I taught them basic rhythm patterns. I drew them on the board saying, “the crotchet 

note means one beat”. It was something new and although I have no experience teaching 

music, I think it’s a need. I’ve noticed they hardly incorporate musical instruments and it’s 

my passion, so I thought it’s time for me to step up. Being in my second year, it’s my 

chance to fill that gap as well. 

Aloese felt her teaching moved from being structured towards leading children to contribute their 

own ideas: 

It started off with me teaching them, then slowly progressed to them bringing in their ideas. 

They were asking, “do you know how to play this song and that song?” I would respond 

with “who sings that?” When I got home, I tried to find their songs through Google. It’s 

about that reciprocal relationship and sharing of ideas within the experience. I shared new 

songs as well as cultural songs, like “Ma is white…” I found that some don’t know it, so 

it’s good to start at square one and teach the basics. 

Researcher Summary (Conditions for Experience) 

The six themes represent conditions for transformative experience in the arts as indicated by the 

student teachers. Through their conversations, certain principles of learning and teaching in the 

arts emerge and these resonate with the question about conditions that promote or inhibit the 

transformative potential of experience in the arts in early childhood education. Kolbe (1991) 

emphasises that core media and materials (in the visual arts)—finger-painting, easel-painting, 

drawing and clay (dough for toddlers)—should be offered to children daily. “After ample 

opportunities to work with these media, collage and construction may be introduced” (p. 29). This 

principle can also be applied to media and materials for the performing arts—dance, drama and 

music and movement. However, Kolbe (1991) also makes the point that an abundance of materials 

and free choice does not necesssarily ensure creativity and self-expression. 

The importance of availability of context for quality experiences highlights the provision of 

authentic spaces where children’s engagement is acknowledged as paramount. The theme being 

responsive to daily rhythm reflects student teacher awareness of spontaneity and responding in the 

moment to children’s expression and ideas. Some students offered new perspectives that 

considered the fine balance between process and product. Although the main focus in ECE is on 

child-led, improvised play of all kinds, the product can also be considered important. However, it 

was revealed that more experiences happen in the process than as a result of the product, and 

insistence on perfection and reality dampens children’s creativity.  
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The value of open-ended experiences and freedom of expression illustrates openness to the 

unexpected, acknowledging the children’s expression and ideas in many artistic languages and 

accepting their contributions. Eva drew attention to how children were able to find alternatives or 

make transformations—for example, when the boys changed the paper plates into shields for a 

Captain America scenario. The final theme of child-initiated and teacher-framed events 

encompasses the student teachers’ affirmation of their roles as co-constructors of knowledge. It 

also enables us to delineate the difference between an experience and an activity. Whereas craft is 

pre-conceived and generally organised and tidy, creative arts making is not—that is the nature of 

creativity. Creative acts and arts experiences in ECE are inevitably noisy, messy, imaginative and 

sometimes chaotic.   

Effective Planning and Approaches 

This section discusses the student teachers’ perspectives of effective planning and approaches 

relating to the creative and expressive arts in early childhood education. 

 Children’s interests and strengths 

In response to the question about which arts experiences they felt the children enjoyed most, the 

student teachers emphasised the popular daily features at their centres. Favourite experiences 

included music and dance, painting, drawing and pretend play, which often connected to children’s 

strengths and interests:  

They love to dance; it’s a thing that obviously comes through music, because it’s a way for 

them to express themselves physically and emotionally. Lots of things are going on when 

they are doing that, like they are learning about balance without even realising it. (Aloese) 

Children draw about their experiences, what they have seen, had role modelled, things they 

want and are starting to see—they draw what they are interested in…They act out myths 

and legends—every culture has those. Children are absolutely empowered straight off—

thank goodness. They are confident, whereas adults might lack confidence. (Marama) 

Children need access to all the different languages of the arts, as well as languages of 

cultures. European children responded to painting and exploring colours. Pacific Island 

children seemed more interested in the performing arts—dance, music and dramatic play. 

(Radha) 

Olivia pointed out that it can also be a combination of children’s individual preferences, along 

with what they are exposed to which enhances arts experiences for children:  

Children may be exposed to music subliminally, through their families. This combination 

of exposure and innate preference indicates both biological and experiential factors.  
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Felicity agreed that it depends on the child, describing how children coming from a scientific 

background where the arts are not encouraged might take on the arts in a structured way:  

They say “this is the song we will sing” or “let’s go look at the tree first,” before painting 

a picture of it. There is no imagination or free flow, but give them something engineering 

based, like a box of Lego, and they will get into that more. It’s interesting because you 

might think creativity only comes from the arts, but you can find it anywhere.  

 Student teachers’ interests and strengths 

The student teachers responded to the question about the arts experiences they had been involved 

in. They highlighted their own interest and strengths: 

It’s whatever you are excited about because they will pick up on your excitement. 

(Veronica) 

The way the arts are presented are paramount. Once you have been in a few centres, you 

are more able to compare the way they do things differently. (Sofia) 

I haven’t really planned any dance experiences with children, but I have a background in 

dance, so I feel confident to be able to make up something or encourage children in that 

way. (Jacinta) 

I brought in some ‘off the wall’ music: jazz guitar and jazz/swing stuff. This music has 

good structure with predictable beat and the children went mad. They were watching me, 

then they all got up and were dancing away. It was great! (Veronica)  

Sofia said the children loved dancing with poi and they watched the video of  Poi-e (Dalvanius 

Prime and the Patea Māori Club, 2006):  

The teachers would come out, turn on the music and say: “Here’s the poi” and just walk 

away! But the teachers could have shown videos or modelled the actions…this is how you 

spin it up high and how to spin it down low or you can hit it on your arm. I decided to 

demonstrate different ways to use poi. Otherwise they could find it boring or consider it 

something only children do. 

Olivia felt the need for more content knowledge from her course: 

The course only goes for one year, with six hours each for dance, drama, music and the 

visual arts. When we take that into an early childhood environment it doesn’t feel like 

enough. This course is quick, but it would be great to have more.   

She referred to her own experience:  

I’ve come from a very rich arts background and spent decades teaching children how to 

embrace all the arts [in primary schools]. The difference I see is that the content is lost out 

of certain things when moving art to early childhood.  It’s more dispositional than primary. 
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It’s easier for me to be able to identify where they are and take them further, because I have 

content knowledge in the arts. I also think it’s where your comfort zone is because some 

of us have not had opportunities to really explore what we would like to do with regards to 

the arts in ECE. I think the arts have been marginalised for a long time and if anything is 

going to change it’s through us. (Olivia) 

 Teachers’ roles and responsibilities 

The student teachers talked about their roles and responsibilities in responding to questions about 

their planning approaches in the creative and expressive arts. They described the arts experiences 

they were involved in and how they set these up: 

I brought in clay to see how they would interact with it. This centre uses ‘schemas’ as a 

planning and assessment tool, so I saw how schemas were revealed in visual art, clay or 

music. Certain children who had the trajectory schema, wanted to see how things move.  

Their movements with the clay replicated that, whereas others were very tactile and some 

even tried tasting it. They soon realised that it didn’t taste good. It was fairly telling in 

regards to their inexperience dealing with that kind of substance. (Olivia)  

Olivia was surprised how long the toddlers spent playing with the clay: 

I wasn’t sure how long their interest would be and it varied. It revealed each child’s 

disposition and how they can focus and lose themselves in something. Some children 

preferred engaging alongside others, all doing it together. 

Ngaire also worked with the under-twos, fostering their engagement in sensory play:  

The imagery of kowhaiwhai panels with waves reflects our ‘ups and downs in life’. The 

symbolism representing the journey we have as teachers, mothers and women. Our infants 

and toddlers also face a wave of ups and down before they reach the over-twos.  We made 

papier mâché waves, so they could mix glue and play with paper. On the sensory side, they 

freely explored it by feeling what was in their hands: “Was it cold, was it hot, and was it 

sticky or did it taste nice?” Obviously, they love to taste, using all their senses at that age 

and everything ends up in their mouths—everywhere. The past couple of weeks I have 

been encouraging them to show me whether they want to touch or not. They show me how 

they feel when this is something different by exploring and trying to figure out what this 

substance in their hands is. 

Felicity shared some sound exploration experiences from her kindergarten-based practicum: 

We set up a drum circle, and a very quiet, reserved girl got into it. But you weren’t allowed 

to help her, only hold the drum at a better angle while she drummed. We made an ice ring 

[cake tin] filled with pebbles that [as it melted], caused pebbles to fall on xylophones and 

other instruments beneath.  

In musical genres, this is called ‘chance music’, in that the sound is never the same twice. Felicity 

described how the children were attracted to the sounds of pebbles and ice falling: 
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It was a big a donut shaped circle and we hung it in a tree with instruments beneath for the 

pebbles to fall on. The different sized pebbles would create different sounds depending on 

what they hit. They seemed to take a long time to fall, but as the ice melted, the drops of 

water created their own sounds. The children were interested when they heard the splash 

of water drops hitting the thin plastic table. They started exploring how to get different 

splashing sounds on the table…they moved it to get things splashing onto other objects. A 

couple of boys got the pebbles to hit as many things as possible that was something we 

hadn’t considered. 

Researcher Summary (Effective Planning and Approaches) 

The student teachers highlighted how children’s interests and strengths provide a basis for 

planning and approaches. They were aware that children’s experiences often emerge 

spontaneously through the environment, rather than from a set curriculum. These shared 

experiences also reflected their own (the student teachers’) interests and strengths. As they 

described some of the projects they had embarked on with children, it was clear they were also 

expanding their own interests. They saw the importance of embracing the authenticity of the arts 

at the same time. They reflected on their teaching roles and responsibilities, which included 

organising new materials to encourage children’s exploration and provoke their ideas. They saw 

how children make thoughtful decisions about media and recognised the significance of individual 

factors such as prior experiences and cultural preferences contributing to potential interests and 

strengths.  

Pedagogical and Philosophical Underpinnings 

This section draws attention to the importance of play and the arts as core curriculum, discussing 

pedagogical and philosophical underpinnings in relation to arts experiences in early childhood 

education. The student teachers described their philosophies of learning and teaching and 

responded to questions about the centrality of arts experiences.  

  Responsive and reflective practitioners—a pedagogy of engagement 

When asked about their beliefs, values and philosophy of learning and teaching in the arts, 

Veronica said, “It’s important to bear in mind an image of the child as competent and capable. 

This connects to the principle of forming good relationships and looking after one another.” 

Veronica felt that having respectful approaches made her “positive” and “on the child’s page”:  

Stop yourself when you want to take over. It’s important to hold back and see where the 

child is headed. When you give them the chance, they will often come up with innovative 
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ideas. I had my idea about how to do it for the child, but we experimented together and I 

saw how they could come up with their own ideas. (Veronica) 

The student teachers considered the similarities and differences in experiences provided. Olivia 

had set up a clay experience for the infants and toddlers and was just taking photos of their hands 

as they explored pinching and joining it, when a relief teacher came along to “make something” 

for them. 

The toddler’s attention went on her as opposed to what they were doing—the debate about 

‘hands on or hands off’ with the arts and ‘how much is too much’. But I felt she swayed it 

by coming along and wanting them to “make something”. She was too strong about that, 

so I didn’t get to see how they would have interacted with it. (Olivia) 

The students talked about aspects which might constrain their participation in arts experiences:  

The centre might have craft activities that are ‘reproductive’ and all look the same. You 

want to put out activities where they express themselves freely and have their own identity, 

instead of looking all the same …You want to make it different for the children but you 

are just a student… (Luisa) 

I’ve had instances in the past where I’ve put something out and the children don’t seem to 

know what to do. It’s quite sad because you want them to use their imaginations, be creative 

and think for themselves. I don’t use that reproductive approach where I’m saying “no, you 

need to do it this way”. I give them suggestions because I want them using their creativity 

and imaginations to come up with their own ideas. (Heather) 

The need for better musical play areas was emphasised:  

A boy had a stick and he began banging the big pole attached to the canopy of the sunshade. 

I could see he was listening to the sounds so I encouraged him to try banging different 

things saying, ‘I wonder what some other things might sound like?’ The other children 

became involved when just towards the end a teacher came out looking really annoyed 

saying, “What’s this noise you’re making out there?” She didn’t ask what was going on 

nor even wonder. I knew this would happen because we don’t make noise! Noise! When 

he was discovering the sounds. She didn’t realise the child was focusing on sound-making. 

(Veronica) 

Felicity’s plan for music experiences embodied the idea ‘Just run with it, let it go, let it flow’:  

It’s not about shaping children’s ideas, but being supportive. Our family plays a dance 

game that acknowledges the way each member dances to music, by inviting them to dance 

to the music they like.  

Felicity described another musical game called ‘Be a musical instrument’:  



196 

  

Players are invited to respond to “What does a trumpet sound like?” Someone comes up 

with a trumpet sound and the next person comes up with a beat. Another player might be a 

piano until we start to build up an orchestra. The last person to join in determines what the 

genre or beat will be, and matches their instrument or changes to a new one. 

 

Eva stressed the importance of maintaining materials to show teachers valuing the arts:  

When teachers perceive the arts as valuable, they will be prepared to invest in appropriate, 

quality resources to engage the children. 

 

 Te Whāriki guidelines 

I asked the student teachers how Te Whāriki (MoE, 1996) provides guidance regarding the arts.  

Exploration is a big key we should keep in mind when working with the arts. To let it be 

an experience of exploration, not necessarily about creating a beautiful masterpiece or 

singing perfectly in tune. It’s about exploring through their bodies and voices, like 

discovering the way it feels to paint on different surfaces, things like that. (Eva) 

Olivia found the Communication strand significant and told how their class had recently pulled 

out Te Whāriki’s learning outcomes for language and literacy: 

I noticed a lot to do with multimedia ways of expressing oneself. Te Whāriki is open to 

interpretation, which comes back to teacher knowledge and their comfort zone regarding 

how they interpret and foster children’s communication through multimedia. 

 Art-full experiences 

In response to the question “How central are the arts in an early childhood curriculum?”, the 

student teachers expressed their opinion that the arts were crucial: 

I’m speaking in terms of Pacific Island and Māori children, only because I’m from that 

background and I can’t learn by people just telling me what to do. I learn through music. 

Music is the easiest way to learn anything! If someone was to teach me, years ago, a song 

about times tables, I would have got times tables just like that, through music. (Talia) 

It’s empowering! As a teacher, you can guide and introduce them to the arts. If they are 

interested, you have the responsibility to extend them. It’s unbelievable how children come 

up with their own ideas. (Ngaire) 

Sofia agreed that the arts are central but added this: 

We get caught up in health and safety stuff especially with under-twos. Although the paints 

are technically non-toxic, if children are sticking a paintbrush in their mouth the whole 

time, it’s not good for them.  

Jacinta suggested providing beetroot juice instead.  
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Eva highlighted that, saying, “It’s going to be messy”: 

I think that’s something that might prevent a lot of teachers from really fully immersing 

themselves in an art experience for children. It’s going to get messy and that’s how it should 

be! Right!  

Jacinta felt there were solutions: “In some centres children can play outdoors even in the rainy 

season. They just have waterproof overcoats on. So why shouldn’t they have waterproof aprons 

for art too, so they don’t get paint on themselves?” 

Sofia pointed out the importance of careful language in responding to children’s creations:  

My first practicum had a poster on the wall saying, ‘Use constructive feedback, when 

commenting on children’s art work’. So instead of saying “Wow, I really like that!” I tried 

not to give too much of my own opinion.  

 

Doing this transformed the way Sofia looked at children’s art: 

It made me pay careful attention to my comments, such as “I can see you have used lots of 

colours there”. However, I found myself grappling with how authentic it was for me 

because it felt unnatural using language this way. I think my opinion does matter, so why 

shouldn’t I just be saying “Wow that’s really cool”. 

Veronica suggested, “You could ask them what they like about it too”.  Jacinta agreed, “Yes, such 

as ‘I really like this’ and including why you think it’s cool. ‘I really like how you have mixed those 

colours together’ or ask what they like about that too, so they evaluate their own art.” Veronica 

made a valid point, “But with children, their experience might be purely perceptual and sensory. 

They might not be thinking, so they may not want to intellectualise it.”   

 Equity and valuing children’s contributions 

The importance of children’s home lives and cultural values was acknowledged.  

Cultural dance music from the children’s homes is very important. They may be Samoan 

or Māori, and if their family does traditional dances, we incorporate this music as well. 

They often show us their traditional dance moves. (Luisa) 

Our teachers bring in music they think children might like.  Many of our children are into 

the latest R’n’B music and we allow them to be free with their body movements when 

dancing. (Ngaire) 

Māori traditional visual arts has its own beauty and uniqueness, which I think is beautiful. 

I think self-identity is very important. I think it is brilliant to integrate the arts. In the Māori 

world, we have kapa haka, where visual arts, dancing, and singing can all complement each 
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other. Other cultures do this, no doubt. My understanding of the arts has empowered me to 

look at other cultures and provide a cultural perspective that includes everybody. (Marama) 

Researcher Summary (Pedagogical and Philosophical Underpinnings) 

The student teachers recognised how their values and beliefs reflect the choices they make. They 

expressed their philosophies regarding art-full pedagogies and experiences, emphasising the 

importance of empowerment and relationships. Their pedagogies can be considered within the 

framework of the ‘teacher as artist’ (Eisner, 1994). As responsive and reflective practitioners, they 

valued the arts as tools for exploration and representation. They were able to make connections 

between knowledge, experience and their application and imagine something better.   

The student teachers described how Te Whāriki provides guidance through the strands of 

Communication and Exploration. They acknowledged the importance of equity and creating a 

culture of respect and care which validates all children’s contributions. Cultural practices as art-

full pedagogy was also demonstrated, showing how such pedagogy can be enacted in diverse 

environments and through varied teaching practices and ideas. As they explored the many 

possibilities within children’s expression, close attention was paid to self-identity, including how 

children’s experiences begin within a larger context. A discussion about how to look at and 

comment on children’s artwork transformed their views and practices. They demonstrated the 

transformative power of a ‘community of practice’, where everyone’s opinion is valued. The 

important factors that emerged were allowing children to use their imaginations and their 

initiatives, and this often happens within the context of play. 

Qualities of Transformative Experience 

This section considers the qualities of transformative experience through the student teachers’ 

identification of sensory, perceptual and emotive aspects of experience. They described how they 

feel when they have had a new experience in the arts and recounted their interpretation of 

meaningful and transformative arts experiences for children. 

 Heightened sensory (aesthetic) response 

The student teachers were invited to reflect on sensory experiences for children:  

Sensory experience is children’s natural way of expressing themselves, but as we get older 

we lose it. Children live an embodied life most of the time, that’s how they experience the 

world, it’s the way they make meaning. (Sofia)  
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A sensory experience is something new, something fresh, something they have never 

experienced before. So they are engaged and watching intently. It’s that wonder, as they 

theorise how to solve a [problem] or just watch to see what it is. The children were in the 

garden with one of the other teachers gardening and a bee came onto the flower. A child 

said, “Look there’s a bee!”, making a connection with the song that we had been singing 

earlier in the morning.  Once they saw the bee, the other children joined in singing the bee 

song.  It was really cool to see they had made a connection to singing that song after seeing 

the bee. (Talia)   

Felicity told how she provided play dough at her kindergarten that was perfumed with herbal tea: 

It had a fragrance like orange water and rose blossom, so we included colours to match. 

The first time we brewed it and put in the water…another time we massaged the herbal tea 

into the dough. That was interesting, because different parts hydrated over the week. As 

chunks broke down or hydrated, the smell, texture and colours changed. It started off 

white…the blueberry hydrated first making it blue, with this wonderful blueberry smell. 

Then cranberries came through, followed by raspberries and then roses. It was one of those 

things we didn’t quite know what to expect and the teachers were all amazed. You could 

see children playing with it, finding certain chunks and including them in their creations. 

Herbal tea is caffeine free so if they did eat it, it didn’t matter. 

Jacinta shared a story about a girl whose attention was held by a mirror reflecting her shiny outfit: 

She came over and started moving, saying, “I am dancing”. After watching this beautiful 

image, sparkling over the wall, she ran off to get her friend and brought her back to show 

her. They went to the dress-ups to try on all the sparkly sequinned things then got their 

friends dressed up. We looked at other ‘reflective things’, including the disco ball over the 

sandpit that sparkled onto the indoor area. It was interesting how they noticed the visual 

differences of when things moved. 

Eva described how a boy who was drawn to the easel by different colours had responded to the 

leaves on the ground: 

I asked him, “How would it feel if you paint a leaf?” So he took the paintbrush and tried it. 

Then he realised he had to be gentle as the leaf was not as durable as paper. 

The student teachers tuned in to children’s heightened awareness of connections between things 

in their environment. They showed their awareness of the need to foster sensory and aesthetic 

awareness, helping children appreciate beauty in the world around them. As Whitman describes, 

our vivid sensory relationships with the world becomes part of us for a “day or a certain part of a 

day… or for many years or stretching cycles of years” (1855/1974, p. 133). 
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 Affect (children’s emotions and efficacy) 

Our engagement in the arts evokes emotional responses, and when I asked the student teachers if 

arts experiences are emotional, they agreed.  Jacinta told how a child had arrived at the 

kindergarten upset as her mum was going to hospital that day:  

She didn’t know what was happening so she came to me saying “Why is my mummy going 

to hospital?” I replied, “I don’t know, but would you like to do something together?” She 

said she wanted to make a card for her mum. After making a lovely card, she was no longer 

upset. 

Jacinta felt that making the card gave the child a way to connect with and process what was 

happening. This contributed to her sense of agency and efficacy. “She was happier, because she 

had worked out how to cope with it.” 

Radha described a similar childhood experience when her brother was admitted to hospital:  

When we draw, or we write, we also express our deepest feelings. It is important for 

children to experience reassurance and confidence through a sense of hope in knowing that 

nothing bad will happen.  

Felicity told how she had taken her children to the local mountain to see Big King, the volcano 

which remains from the Three Kings volcanic cones. They asked about Big King: 

I told the story of how there were once three ‘kings’, but two were dug out to become 

quarries. My eldest son looked at me and said, “Oh that’s sad, because the mountain is 

lonely now”. When we got home, he painted a picture of ‘Big King with his two brothers’ 

and we had to post it to Big King, so he could remember his brothers. It was his way of 

making the mountain feel better. Imagine if somebody had been a bit more closed-minded 

and said, “Don’t be silly you can’t send a letter to a mountain, or the mountain doesn’t need 

a picture of that”. 

“That’s lovely!” responded Jacinta. “Imagine if every adult had that sort of empathy.” The 

children’s perceptions of where they live and belong were transformed, enhancing their 

understanding of the neighbourhood. Damasio (1994) reminds us that processes of knowledge or 

creativity are only possible when rationality and emotions work together.  

Jacinta shared a story of efficacy where one child showed another child how to create a perfect 

circle of paint.  

After loading her paintbrush and pressing it onto paper, she discovered how to make a 

circle. Then this child made a print from her painting and as she opened it you could see 
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her pleasure from showing the other child what she could do. After teaching her friend, she 

felt quite proud and this fostered her leadership skills as well. 

Sofia felt that teachers play a key role in helping children regulate their emotions: 

Adults can help children recognise emotions in themselves and push through them, such 

as, ‘remember how you didn’t think you could draw a flower?’  

Olivia felt that the arts awaken children’s thinking and feeling selves, which can lead to increased 

self-confidence: 

The process of not knowing how it’s going to go and not being sure of what to do, happens 

with my performances, whether playing guitar, singing waiata, doing kapa haka or drama. 

With all those things, I get anxious or nervous at first, even though I know I am relatively 

competent at it. That has enabled me to manage myself in other situations such as talking 

in front of students or explaining myself, I know how to handle things myself. 

Olivia admired children’s resilience: 

It can be good to put yourself in a position where you are unsure and don’t know, even 

where you may be worried. Children face that on a continual basis because everything is 

so new and there are lots of different things. Yet they seem okay with the fact that they 

don’t know how things are going to pan out.   

Felicity emphasised how teamwork is fostered through the arts, describing a carpentry project with 

kindergarten children:  

A boy wanted to build something quite big, so I helped him, but it wasn’t going quite as 

planned. When another child joined in, building half each, they worked together as a team. 

The project went so much better…you could see relationship fostering that hadn’t been 

there before. The children became aware that if they thought they weren’t good at 

something, they could find someone who was good by asking, “Who is good at painting or 

making shapes?” By pulling in others as specialists…using what they perceived as that 

child’s strengths…the project grew bigger and faster which was interesting to see. 

The children were establishing communities of practice and communities of expertise. 

 Creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making 

The student teachers discussed meaningful arts experiences for children. Felicity recalled an 

experience where some tension was building among children in the family play corner. They were 

enacting a hospital scene and when Felicity joined their play, more children gathered around 

waiting to become doctors.  

Wait a minute! We’ve got too many doctors, you can’t all be the same kind of doctors. We 

need some different doctors. There are many kinds of doctors who specialise in different 
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areas of medicine: “Who wants to be the neurologist?” The children asked, “What’s a 

neurologist?” and I responded, “It’s a brain doctor”. A couple of children said, “I want to 

do that” – so they were invited to work out what tools they might need and how they would 

enact that role. One of the girls had said “I’m going to give you lots of healthy food to help 

you get better”. “Then, you’re a nutritionist!”  

Felicity described the amazed response from one child’s parent: 

When it was time for one of the girl neurologists to leave, her mum came over to say “We 

have to go now.” Her daughter replied, “I’ve been busy being a neurologist”. “Really?” 

she replied. You could see this mum’s amazement at the kind of learning which goes on 

here.  

They would come to me and say, this is how I want to fix you within their given title, 

demonstrating their understanding of that doctor. Quite a few had been to Starship 

[hospital] and had experience of different specialists. One child knew about the oncologist 

and shared his expertise saying, “Oh no, that’s not how you do that, this is how you do it.” 

You could see them acting out distinct roles, working through and understanding their roles 

a bit better. What began as a conflict resolution, evolved into something else. (Felicity)  

Ngaire shared a similar pretend play experience: 

One girl knew all about the roles of the doctors and nurses. The amount of knowledge used 

from her experiences of trips to the doctors was awesome. She projected that information 

to the rest of the children and was pretty much the leader – “I am the main doctor” she 

would say, because she knew everything about it. She took on the role and knew all about 

x-rays, drawing them on black paper. That’s probably one of the most meaningful 

experiences I’ve seen. 

The student teachers gave their definitions of meaningful experience, providing examples:  

A meaningful experience is something that happens to us. Meaningful doesn’t come from 

a teacher’s expectation or set outcomes, whether trying something new to make them happy 

or having something physical to show for it. (Eva) 

A meaningful experience for children is something they are interested in. They are 

exploring or delving into it, even if they only go so far, you know that they are on the way. 

When the boy began banging the pole, he knew something was going to happen next. More 

children were interested, they were going around the other play equipment to see what 

things made that same sound. “Was it the same on wood?”—I wonder where that could 

have gone to if it had been nurtured. There seemed to be no understanding of the links to 

musical equipment. If somebody is banging a tambourine and it is noisy, well that’s your 

music corner—is it noisy or is it making music? (Veronica) 

A meaningful experience is when they have their own goal to work towards. (Jacinta) 

It is continued interest, a continual thing. (Sofia) 
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Motivation is there and a successful experience is one they actually felt good about, 

because they knew what they could do next, perhaps. Or be intrigued enough to want to do 

it again. It carries that momentum. (Olivia) 

It’s when you are sparking off a passion or something a child hasn’t realised was there and 

that’s really fulfilling as a teacher. They might have a gift that they have never explored 

before and suddenly it appears. (Jacinta)  

Maybe a meaningful experience gives them a voice because that’s when they can truly 

express themselves. (Sonia) 

Olivia shared a story from her practicum about a boy whom she told us was knowledgeable about 

the insect world: 

We happened to be walking past the family play area and amongst the dress ups and stuff 

was a long scarf. As he brushed past it, he felt it and said, “Oh this is nice what is it?” I 

said, “Actually I think this looks like silk!” As soon as I said silk, he became excited about 

the silkworms. He ended up asking me to wrap it all around him so he could be in a cocoon. 

He wanted me to hang him upside because that’s what cocoons are like. 

Eva asked, “Did you hang him upside down?” [Laughter from the group]. Olivia continued: 

I explained that I was a little bit nervous about hanging him upside down in the tree. So we 

compromised and he lay on the grass with his feet up on the deck. I have a video clip 

because he found the swing, using it to try out his wings while coming out of his cocoon. 

He unraveled from his cocoon into a moth…and went onto the swing enacting flying 

motions. I wrote a learning story for him and videoed him.  

As the group asked questions, Olivia transformed her thinking, coming to a new realisation: 

At the same time, I wanted to push him, so I asked him “What was unique about the 

silkworm moth as opposed to other moths?” …so the next day when he came back he said 

he had tried to find out what it was and he didn’t know. I told him, “Actually they are the 

only moths who have forgotten how to fly”. This was the content knowledge of knowing 

your science and whether he was interested in that. But it was his role-play that brought it 

to life for him. He just lived it completely, he even made his own antennae. He had to 

totally become it! Although there were the books and talking about the whole thing, what 

really brought it out was the drama, because he could encapsulate a whole lot of things.  

For these student teachers,  the childs impulse with improvisation led to meaning making and 

knowledge. When children are able to bring their experiences into creative role-play, as with the 

hospital occupations and science learning, deeper meaning is found. Through pretend play, the 

children were able to achieve a better understanding of their world and to an extent overcome their 

fears. 
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 Transformative perceptions for the teacher and child 

The student teachers described how they feel when they have had a new experience in the arts.  

It’s quite special…something you become immersed in…a kind of realisation. I watched a 

Ken Robinson (2008) YouTube clip where he says: “An experience with the arts is 

aesthetic…it makes you feel alive…engages every part of your body.” What a child feels 

in their body is something they will never forget. (Sofia)  

The student teachers evaluated how they felt after being fully engaged in children’s expressive arts 

experiences.  

It is so satisfying when you are so caught up in something that you lose track of time and 

are just ‘in the moment’. For me that probably only happens to me occasionally. (Jacinta) 

 

Veronica said she felt “chuffed”, which means pleased or satisfied, and shared her story of a two-

year-old who would often sing the Happy Birthday song:  

She sang it several times daily and luckily no one said, “oh not that again!” She may have 

remembered her birthday. It was very sweet. She was empowered because it could go 

wherever she chose it to go.  

 

The student teachers recalled experiences in the arts that had changed their perceptions.  

It actually made me want to plan more and look into making it [music] a permanent part of 

the programme. Because sometimes when the preschoolers don’t have anything to do, it 

becomes an opportunity to use that time and space to teach them something new. I’m so 

glad that I did that because music is my passion. Even though they are young, I love to see 

their passion starting to grow! Some had never seen a guitar before or even held one, so, I 

think I need to be in it more, giving time to be available. That’s a bit of a challenge as well 

when even if I’m feeling hungry, I’ve got to do this first. (Talia)  

I have realised that any kind of learning can become fun through play. Drawing on each 

other’s backs, drawing in the sand can make writing letters fun. When the child takes over 

and starts teaching his or her friends, it’s even better. As long as we are having fun we can 

call learning play and make everything become a game. (Veronica) 

Marama said that although she had not had good arts experiences as a child, a transformation had 

occurred while studying for her degree: 

Doing my Bachelor degree in early childhood education and working with children in a 

centre has enabled me to see the beauty of art. There’s beauty in everything, but for me 

there is beauty in the visual arts. It’s made me look more at myself and look more at my 

culture and other cultures. I have a love for the arts now, more than ever. 
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Researcher Summary (Qualities of Transformative Experience) 

The student teachers discussed qualities of transformative experience, which included heightened 

sensory responses (aesthetic) response (see Chapter 4). As Dewey (1934/2005) reminds us, the 

senses do not operate as simple and separate entities: “Qualities of sense, those of touch and taste, 

as well as of sight and hearing, have aesthetic quality…in their connections” (p. 125). The student 

teachers observed how children often bring materials, objects and previous experiences into 

relationships with other aspects of the learning environment. They saw how art-full processes and 

experiences cultivate aesthetic sensibilities. Aesthetic perception means more than just glancing at 

something, but attending to it, seeing it through our own eyes and living that experience. The 

perceived object or scene is emotionally pervaded throughout, so there is no such thing as seeing 

or hearing plus emotion. 

The student teachers’ stories highlight expressive emotions such as joy and conviviality. They saw 

that each new process of knowledge or creativity is preceded by a combination of rationality and 

emotions, recognising that authentic learning experiences have a positive influence on children’s 

socio-emotional well-being. They talked about their efficacy in providing transformative 

experiences for the children and for themselves. The importance of engaging children in 

meaningful experiences and allowing them to make connections and develop their understandings 

was appreciated.  They revealed their inclination to read the intentions behind the children’s 

thinking and actions and were mindful of the possibility that children may be seeking meaning 

beyond words. They were fascinated by children’s creativity in using all their experience to try to 

make sense of things. They listened carefully in many contexts, recognising the children’s passion 

to uncover meaning. They saw how children are on a quest to discover ways of making sense of 

their shared experiences and investigations. 

Our experiences may seem different from one another, however, and certain conditions must be 

met in order to transform materials and ourselves and to have a transformative experience. A form 

of reflection takes place when the child expresses or even discusses it with others, thus revisiting 

the experience. Heidegger (1971) explains that “when we talk of ‘undergoing’ an experience, we 

mean specifically that the experience is not of our own making; to undergo here means that we ... 

receive it as it strikes us and submit to it. It is this something itself that comes about, comes to 

pass, and happens” (p. 57). A meaningful experience will be important enough that the child might 

want to communicate to their family about what they did. Through their experiences, children gain 
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new insights, but insight is more than knowledge of this or that. “It always involves an escape from 

something that has deceived us or held us captive [the obvious] and it involves self-knowledge” 

(Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 350).  

Summary 

This chapter has captured student teachers’ perceptions of children’s engagement in the creative 

and expressive arts through emergent themes: conditions for experience; effective planning and 

approaches; pedagogy and philosophical underpinnings; and, qualities of transformative 

experiences. Throughout the data collection and analysis processes that have informed this project, 

these emergent headings resonate with the language and culture of the arts in early childhood 

settings.  

This chapter has responded to the following research sub-question:   

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and 

through the arts in early childhood education? 

The student teachers’ memories and reflections were triggered in order to draw out relevant themes 

that might inform arts-based pedagogies. This rich data was most evident at a visible or manifest 

level, with student teacher conversations highlighting their developing understanding of what 

transformative experiences look like and how they feel. This research also reveals the number of 

ways learning environments can enable or restrict children’s transformative experiences in the arts. 

The discussion included how teachers either set up successful contexts or blocked (perhaps 

unintentionally) the potential for transformative experiences to happen.  

A phenomenological viewpoint highlights the effectiveness of the student teachers’ observations 

and approaches, questioning their understanding and interpretations of both the children’s and their 

own transformative experiences in the arts. The student teachers’ lived experiences were central 

to this phenomenological data, retaining vital phenomenal qualities of their responses, which 

gained hermeneutic significance as they were brought to life. Retrospective reflections enabled the 

student teachers to gather their experiences, giving them memory and making sense of them. The 

student teachers’ voices and their relationships with each other were pertinent, because they 

supported each other’s interpretations in resonance with dimensions they considered relevant. 



207 

  

Engaging with student teachers through this research has also helped to draw their attention to 

transformative experiences in the arts. 

This chapter has also responded to the first sub-question: How might a [student teacher] know 

that an arts experience has been transformative? The qualities of transformative experience were 

considered at a deeper, philosophical and more latent level and these can be linked to the previous 

chapters (Chapters 6 and 7), which document my observations of the children and focus groups 

with their teachers. Aspects that link to previous chapters include: heightened sensory responses 

(sentient experiencing; aesthetic/embodied engagement); how experiences run their course to 

fulfilment; children’s emotions and efficacy; creative impulses, improvisation and meaning-

making; and, responding to the young child’s flow when experiences flow from ‘in the moment’ 

to full immersion. The next chapter (Chapter 9, Discussion) draws together the findings in 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 and aims to conceptualise transformation and arrive at a transformational 

matrix of concepts. 
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If all meanings could be adequately expressed by words, the arts of painting and music 

would not exist. There are values and meanings that can be expressed only by 

immediately visible and audible qualities. (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 77) 
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Chapter 9: Discussion   

Introduction 

This chapter discusses the key findings from the research using the three research questions as a 

framework. The first two sections address the two sub-questions and combine the findings from 

both the teachers and student teachers. The conditions that promote transformation, such as the 

conditions for experience, effective approaches, philosophical and pedagogical underpinnings and 

transformative qualities of experience, are discussed in relation to the arts in early childhood 

education. The third section focuses on the children’s vignettes, revealing the underpinning 

qualities of transformative experiences: play, impulse and imagination, active doing and 

undergoing of passive materials, heightened sensory perceptions and aesthetic engagement, 

emotion, efficacy and flow (affect), creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making. Each 

section contains  a summary, and there is a final section about transformative experience.  

Research Sub-Question 2 (Focus groups with student teachers and teachers) 

The second  research sub-question for the student teachers and teachers is as follows:  

What conditions promote or inhibit the transformative potential of experience in and 

through the arts in early childhood education?  

There are certain conditions which need to be met before a transformative arts experience can 

come to fruition. An experience occurs through relationships which exist between the children’s 

various interactions that make up the flow of experiences and the fulfilment that emerges when 

their anticipations are realised (Dewey, 1934/2005). When past experiences link with recent ones, 

depth is added, and when action and its consequence are joined in perception, these relationships 

create meaning (Pritchard, 2013, p. 15). The conditions for experience in early childhood 

education need to acknowledge the potential of transformative processes of becoming, rather than 

being just about learning processes. The process of becoming involves transformation of 

perspectives, reflective thinking and an incremental development of the individual.   

The research question considers how teachers and student teachers might set up conditions and 

contexts for the arts. My own observations of the children revealed the significance of providing 

a well-organised physical environment, with opportunities for sensory and embodied experiences. 

Giacopini (1997) refers to the environment as the child’s third teacher, with a variety of 
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equipment, media and rich natural materials seen as essential. The teachers were specific about the 

importance of media and materials that invite sensory learning and tactile responses and a context 

where natural play encourages imagination and freedom of creative expression. They were aware 

of the children undergoing new perceptions and transformations through their interactions with 

tools and materials. They discussed how children often came up with new ideas while using 

materials in different ways. The student teachers also stressed the importance of engaging with 

children and emphasised that access to quality resources and materials broadens children’s 

experiences. From this information we can gather that the physical environment enhances quality 

engagement through a rich array of materials which stimulate curiosity and exploration as well as 

being aesthetically pleasing. 

The teachers talked about the importance of context—setting the stage for play-full arts 

experiences to take place. They gave examples, such as having a wall-length mirror in their dance 

space, costumes and stage spaces for dramatic play, availability of a performance space and 

musical instruments or a studio space with visual arts materials. These spaces enabled children to 

realise themselves as expressive artists. My own observations in one of the centres noted a 

cultural corner resembling a fale (house) as a valuable addition where concepts of openness 

mirrored the cultural life of Samoa. These cultural ways of knowing and making sense of the world 

included an appreciation of the natural environment, music, dance, design and ceremony. 

Many of the teachers described how children’s creative expression takes place within the rhythm 

and flow of the day. They emphasised the importance of being open to spontaneous opportunities 

so that they can ‘go with the flow’ of children’s imaginations. Most of the student teachers 

considered how children’s interests often drive the daily rhythm and determine their lived 

experiences. In my own observations of the children, I noted that the teachers were prepared for 

children’s spontaneity and invention, inviting their input through imaginative responses or 

enabling open-ended opportunities. The teachers noticed how children experiment in the moment 

in embodied ways and they were attuned to children’s spontaneous freedom of expression. The 

student teachers also saw how these spontaneous moments allow children to express emotions 

through painting, music, dance or pretend play. 

The student teachers commented on how some arts activities were product-oriented, one-off craft 

activities, such as in dramatic play, through enacting stories or performances of a dance or song 
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for an occasion. My observations revealed that although the focus of attention might often be on 

the children’s creative output, their physical and imaginative responses always originate from 

creative processes. The teachers saw that children’s joy and enthusiasm can be stifled when the 

product is overemphasised, whereas an emphasis on the child’s creative process affirms and 

validates their engagement. The teachers also recognised the importance of looking closely at what 

children are drawn to and what they naturally choose to do, as in child-initiated experiences. The 

student teachers preferred teacher-framed experiences (teacher as facilitator or mentor), rather 

than teacher-led activities (teacher as authority). Through my own observations I noted that 

teachers often drew on children’s personal experiences, such as inviting their response through 

music to ignite their imaginations. Arts experiences were often integrated and therefore stimulated 

the children’s initiative and engagement in multi-modal ways.  

The teachers’ understandings of effective approaches and ways to encourage transformative 

experience reflected their content knowledge of learning and teaching in the arts. Foremost in their 

planning were opportunities for sensory learning, tactile use of materials, imagination, freedom 

and creative expression. Taking account of children’s interests and strengths was seen as 

important, such as acknowledging the children’s preferences for messy experiences with paint or 

clay. The teachers noticed how some children like to learn and remember new songs whereas 

others prefer dance. They noticed that sometimes children’s involvement began passively, 

watching from afar, moving towards gradual tactile and kinaesthetic engagement. The student 

teachers noticed that children might enjoy painting or drawing about their experiences or acting 

out a favourite story or myth. Following my own observations, I noted how certain provocations 

or first-hand experiences often became a catalyst for explorations in the arts, such as the film 

Frozen, or the children’s visit to the fish market. 

The teachers played a big part in encouraging children’s depth of engagement and their own varied 

interests and strengths were also evident in their planning. The student teachers expressed that 

the children often picked up on their own interests, strengths and passions and became excited by 

these. Through my observations in the centres I noticed the importance of teachers’ responsiveness 

to the arts and how their confidence with specific arts added valuable dimensions to programmes. 

The teachers saw how past experiences could be revisited and developed further. They noticed 

how children’s familiarity with the affordances of different media and materials empowers their 

confidence in using them.  
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The importance of being responsive and reflective brought to the fore strategies such as role 

modelling and validated the children’s self-esteem. The teachers’ understanding of what was 

important to the child, the way this empowered them leading to their independence and future 

engagement in the arts, was seen as crucial.  The student teachers emphasised seeing the child as 

“competent and capable”, forming good relationships with children and trying to “be on the child’s 

page”. They saw experiences being closed down where children were considered needy or 

dependent or where their activity was deemed too messy or noisy.  

The teachers recognised how the arts bring out different concepts, such as loud/soft or fast/slow, 

while playing musical instruments. When the children, as observers or participants, imaginatively 

applied these concepts to their own music making, the teachers recognised that transformation had 

occurred. Meaningful lived experiences in the arts develop critical thinking skills in children. From 

Eisner’s perspective, “the expression and communication of distinctive forms of meaning that only 

artistic form can convey, and the ability to undergo forms of experience that are at once moving 

and touching, experiences of a consummatory nature, experiences that are treasured for their 

intrinsic value” (2002, p. 8).  

The student teachers also noted the value of the arts for early childhood and their centrality to 

cultural ways of knowing. The teachers maintained that languages and cultures are underpinned 

by the arts, therefore inclusive environments add value to all children’s contributions.  

Summary  

The degree of self-awareness children acquire in and through the body is an essential part of a 

child’s lived experiences in the arts. The conditions which promote the transformative potential of 

experience in and through the arts in early childhood education include provision for a child’s 

sense of identity and becoming. Imagination provides a personal place of insights where the world 

of make-believe invites children into the fullness of experiences, and the emergence of new 

connections then takes place. The importance of teachers making time and space to allow 

children’s imaginative ideas and solutions to surface is paramount to establishing the possibilities 

for transformative experiences to occur.  
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Research Sub-Question 1 (Teacher and student teacher focus groups/observations of 

teachers) 

The key sub-question for the teachers and student teachers was this:  

How might a teacher [student teacher] know that an arts experience has been 

transformative? 

Transformative experience is an act of becoming and this involves growth for the individual 

through reflective thinking and transformation of their perspectives. Transformative experiences 

may bring about a change in children’s perceptions, alter their assumptions and provide new ways 

of seeing, listening and moving in the arts in early childhood education. The children might also 

discover transformations within themselves while moving from one level of consciousness to the 

next (Eisner, 2002). Dewey (1934/2005) reminds us that we do not learn from experience; rather, 

we learn from reflecting on experience. When teachers recognise the importance of reflection in 

experiential processes of becoming, they encourage the children to stop and re-evaluate their 

assumptions.  

In Dewey’s theory of transformative experience, the natural manifestation of impulsion drives 

experience to inspiration and expression. An activity, which was at once natural and spontaneous 

(unintended), is transformed into an act of art. In Milan’s painting experience physical media 

became apparent, both before the paint was applied and in the subsequent development of his 

work. The creative process was informed and ordered by Milan’s interactions with arts materials 

which in turn stimulated his imagination and decision-making. His ongoing refinements enabled 

the formed product to come into existence. Throughout my data collection, the children 

represented their imaginary worlds in multi-modal ways, through various media such as drawing, 

telling and dramatisation. The group of children who interacted with the fish (and each other) 

recognised a way to save the fish by drawing them back under the water—a form of self-

realisation. These children’s efforts to make meaning from the situation highlighted their empathic 

understandings with a sense of purpose and self-realisation. Their actions formed new foundations 

for knowledge as their imaginative perceptions transformed their experience. Gadamer 

(1960/2004) reminds us that imitation and representation are not just a second version, a copy, but 

are the recognition of the essence of the object (p. 113)—for example, the way in which Milan 

captured the essence of the pohutukawa and sea colours in the linear forms.  
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Transformation is a mixture of reflecting in action as well as on action (Schön, 1983), meaning 

that teachers need to be aware of children’s conversations around their experiences. Often the 

teachers encouraged the children to keep these discussions going, both during their experiences or 

by making space to talk about their experiences afterwards. For example, while observing the 

children’s imaginative play in the hospital scene, I noted how they were able to resolve complex 

aspects of experience that were previously beyond their control. The teachers and student teachers 

stressed the importance of dialogue amongst themselves and the children by encouraging the co-

creation and free-play of imaginative ideas. Eisner (2002) contends that the limits of our cognition 

are not defined by the limits of our language and that the arts are often overlooked as highly 

cognitive acts. The teachers saw their role as putting words behind what was visible in order to 

stimulate transformative experiences in the arts. In the example in Chapter 8, the use of perfume 

bottles presented an opportunity to introduce the new word—‘fragrance’—with connotations of 

being able to ‘sniff’. The rich art-full journey of movement and dance illustrated how some 

teachers expanded children’s experiences, uncovering new vocabulary through opportunities to 

talk with children about the shapes of their bodies and introduce elements of shape and form within 

movement.  

Heightened sensory aesthetic engagement is another form of transformation, and perceptual 

awareness means consciously noting, beginning with noticing details, which develops into 

identification and empathy. Dewey notes that the action and consequence of an experience “must 

be joined in perception” (1934/2005, p. 46) and it is not an experience unless we have reflected 

upon its possibilities, for otherwise it goes nowhere. For an experience to take root in the mind 

there must be a balance between doing and receiving. Hannah’s interest in the visual-tactile 

properties of materials for collage, highlights the combination through which her modes of 

thinking and feeling were transformed. While doing is the active part of an experience, it is often 

the undergoing of passive materials and contexts which produces the transformations. For 

example, in Milan’s painting, the imagery was objective, with the medium (painting) undergoing 

development, and reflection was part of his transformative journey.  

A transformative experience is qualified with emotion and, thus, conscious intent emerges. Teuila 

used dance with conscious intent; she explored new potentials, initiating dance and sharing her joy 

with other children. Arts experiences are powerful tools for children, offering them opportunities 

to provide intelligent interpretations of events and experiences that take place around them. The 
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arts bring to consciousness thoughts and emotions, as emotionalised images—to be set on fire by 

a thought or scene is to be inspired. The teachers and student teachers all talked about the positive 

influence of the arts on children’s socio-emotional well-being. They saw how children could self-

regulate their emotions through play and transformative arts experiences and they gave examples 

of how certain children often head straight to arts spaces every morning, such as the painting easel, 

play dough or free dance spaces, where these contexts assist them to achieve tranquility. Other 

examples included how drawing was used to encourage children’s emotional expression, such as 

the fish and drawn characters in their different situations. Transformative experience in the arts for 

children also includes joy along with affirmation (MoE, 1996), and during a puppet-making 

experience, one of the teachers said, “I could tell he felt really good about the fact that it was his 

idea and where that had led to”. 

The student teachers talked about their own efficacy in providing transformative experiences. They 

were fascinated by the children’s creativity and how they used all of their experience to try to make 

sense of things. They noted the children’s passion to uncover ways to make sense of shared 

experiences. The student teachers revealed their inclination to understand the children’s thinking 

and actions. They listened carefully, noticing that children seek meaning beyond words and how 

meaningful experiences allow children to make connections and develop transformed 

understandings.  

The student teachers identified sensory, perceptual and emotive aspects of transformative 

experience:  

 “an experience with the arts is aesthetic…it makes you alive…engages every part of your 

body. That’s how they [children] experience the world, it’s the way they make meaning.” 

(Sofia) 

The student teachers described sensory materials they had created: scented beeswax crayons and 

playdough with fragrance, colour and textures. They saw that children’s attention was held by 

shiny objects, movement and texture, and natural materials, such as leaves on the ground. They 

noted the children’s sense of wonder and engagement in new experiences: “They are engaged, 

watching intently…it’s that wonder… to watch and see what it is” (Talia). The student teachers 

reflected on their roles by tuning in children’s heightened awareness to foster children’s sensory 

perceptions. The aesthetic quality of arts experiences highlights connections between percepts and 

concepts. Veronica cautioned that “children’s experience might be purely perceptual and 
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sensory… they may not want to intellectualise it”. The student teachers saw how sensory 

relationships were the child’s natural way of expressing themselves, of making connections to 

things in their environment, such as “singing a song after seeing the bee” (Talia). The student 

teachers aimed to foster children’s sensory aesthetic awareness and appreciation of beauty in the 

world around them.  

The teachers described children’s affinity with natural and sensory materials, including sand, 

messy play and cultural materials. They acknowledged the children’s enjoyment of sensory, 

embodied experiences, such as messy play, finger-painting, movement, clay, music and sound 

making. They felt that “the more sensory and hands-on the better” (Rose) and saw how sensory 

materials connected to the child’s world and had a calming effect. They described how aesthetics 

underpins their teaching and how children need time and opportunity to discover the affordances 

of expressive materials in their environment. They recognised the importance of an aesthetic 

environment by tuning in to children’s aesthetic engagement. The teachers saw links between 

artistic and aesthetic values.  

The student teachers recognised that a meaningful and potentially transformative experience might 

come from the children’s interests:  

 “they are exploring or delving into it, even if they only go so far.” (Veronica)   

 “it’s continued interest, a continual thing.” (Sofia)  

 “Motivation is there…a successful experience is one they actually felt good about…they 

knew what they could do next…want to do it again. It carries… momentum.” (Olivia) 

  “It sparks off passion [and doesn’t] come from a teacher’s expectation or set outcomes. 

It’s when they have their own goal to work towards.” (Jacinta)  

 “It’s trying something new.” (Eva)   

 “It makes them happy, having something physical to show. Is really fulfilling as a teacher. 

They might have a gift. A meaningful experience gives them a voice because that’s when 

they can truly express themselves.” (Jacinta)  

The student teachers shared stories of transformative experiences from their practicums: “When 

the boy began banging the pole, he knew something was going to happen next … I wonder where 

that could have gone to if it had been nurtured” (Veronica). Felicity joined two girls’ pretend play 
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(in role as a patient) and when other children joined the group she discovered herself using a guided 

child-led inquiry through process drama which led to expanded possibilities. Different kinds of 

doctors, such as neurologists and nutritionists, were created and the children worked through what 

tools they might need and how to enact these roles. Another student teacher noticed children’s 

leadership, knowledge, competency and understanding: “one child knew all about the roles of the 

doctors and nurses” (Ngaire). A key story was given by Olivia, a student teacher who described a 

child’s interest in the insect world: “He said, ‘I think this looks like silk’… and became excited 

asking me to wrap it all around him like a cocoon. He wanted me to hang him upside because 

that’s what cocoons are like. He lay on the grass with his feet up on the deck and found the swing, 

using it to try out his wings while coming out of his cocoon.” 

From my own perspective, the data revealed that my engagement with teachers in this research 

project not only draws their attention to the arts in early childhood education, but also highlights 

the benefits of experiential learning, as evidenced in their responses. Experiential learning is the 

process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience (Kolb, 1984). 

Mezirow (2000) contends that we interpret experiences through points of view and habits of mind. 

Experience leads from perception to insight and these provide possibilities for transformation 

(Pritchard, 2013, p. 18). Dewey (1910/1997) proposes that experience is the medium of education 

and is, therefore, central to growth.  

Summary 

The value of an experience (erlebnis) lies in the perception of relationships or continuities among 

events, creating the flow to transformative experience (erfahrung). The teachers saw how the 

children’s continued drawing of fish developed over time as they added more details and put them 

into different underwater scenes. They also saw how the more expert children were able to don the 

‘mantle of the expert’ (Heathcote & Bolton, 1995), taking the lead to show others their new-found 

skills. This flow of experiences culminated in a better understanding and empathy for living things 

and their transformed understandings of fish prepared them for the next phase of experiences, six 

months later, in the summer when bugs and frogs arrived in their garden.  

An educative transformative experience is an interaction between what we do to things and what 

happens to them, or to us, in consequence. When education is based on experience, it is seen as a 

social process, and in this study the collaborative communities, which children formed through 
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different art stimuli, were evident in each setting. In my observation of Rosie, her experiences 

began with music, singing and playing songs about the gingerbread man, and as this interest 

developed, she transformed musical imagery into a play dough representation, adding her 

imaginative idea of a skateboard. Rosie discovered that concepts and ideas are not stuck or fixed 

in a space or mode of representation, but can be allowed to grow and develop. Both the teachers 

and student teachers were able to recognise arts experiences as transformative through children’s 

ability to reflect, make connections and develop their transformed understandings of media and 

materials.  

Main Research Question 

To determine the nature and essence of transformative experience, the following question was 

asked:  

What is the nature or essence of a child’s transformative experience in the arts in early 

childhood contexts?  

The vignettes reflected children’s engagement in the arts as I collected data in response to this 

question.  This research reveals how transformative learning opportunities, which emerge through 

children’s play and arts experiences, develop and expand their perceptions and ways of knowing. 

For children, experience involves the qualities brought to bear on situations. Therefore, children 

must bring themselves to a situation, and freedom from dysfunction is required for focus. My 

observations of children, alongside the discussions with teachers and student teachers, provided 

some useful insights to support the answers to this central question. 

 Experience (erlebnis and erfahrung) 

Transformative experience is theorised from a philosophical viewpoint, which includes the 

relationship between play and experience (see Chapters 3 and 4). Experience is the medium of 

education, a starting point for knowledge construction, which is, therefore, central to growth 

(Dewey, 1910/1997). Eisner (2002) considers that experience is best understood as the process of 

learning to create ourselves. Thus a coherent theory of experience in early childhood education is 

necessary to afford positive direction to the selection and organisation of appropriate educational 

methods and materials (Dewey, 1938/1998). 

The word experience has the root ex-peirao, meaning to go through, to cross over, or to make an 

attempt. Action and thought are unified in experience, and words such as ex-perience, ex-ploration 

and ex-periment often feature in early childhood education. Experience might be regarded as the 
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apprehension of an object, thought or emotion through the senses or mind. The experimentation 

of experience is a process of inquiry into the unknown, an essential part of interaction between the 

live creature and its environmental conditions. 

Meaning is given depth through incorporation of past experiences. Experience transforms our 

perceptions, changing how we think and our future actions. The value of an experience lies in the 

perception of relationships or continuities among events. Our percepts and affects (sensations and 

impressions) become concepts, with the experience becoming educative as we grasp the 

relationship between doing and undergoing. Experience in the arts leads from perception to insight, 

with possibilities for transformation. Gadamer (1960/2004) contends that experience involves self-

knowledge. “Insight is more than the knowledge of this or that situation. It always involves an 

‘escape’ from something that had deceived us and held us captive”—the obvious (p. 350). 

Erleben is the German term for lived experience. Erlebnisse means the significance of experiences 

and erlebnikunst refers to children’s experience of drawing. In Being and Time (Heidegger, 

1927/1962), erlebnis appears to be about recognition, and Heidegger refers to the ‘structure of 

experience’. Gadamer (1960/2004) referred to life as “a poetic formation of experience” (p. 69). 

Gadamer (1960/2004) contends that experience is initially an experience of negation, something 

is not what we suppose it to be—things change, both our knowledge and the object or materials 

(p. 349). The child becomes “aware of their experience and is [or becomes] experienced” 

(Gadamer, 1960/2004, p. 348)—they acquire a new horizon. The child’s know-how, of how to ‘go 

about the business’ of being (umgehen), comes from their life experience (Davis, 2010, p. 19).  

Erfahrung means the quality of the experience and it is also the experience of (a work of or works 

of) art.  Erfahrung is “the way we experience the surrounding world” (Vallega-Neu, as cited in 

Davis, 2010, p. 142). It is concreteness, an authentic experience. Thinking can be appropriated and 

being, in its truth, can be experienced. Ereignis (as an appropriating event) arises out of an 

experience of being in which Dasein (being there/there being) finds itself thrown into the openness 

of being and appropriated in its being. “We cannot wilfully subject ourselves to the experience of 

being as an appropriating event without at least some sense of this experience” (Vallega-Neu, 

2003, p. 143). The “facticity of life experience, based on prior experience, means we begin to 

understand ourselves” (Davis, 2010. p. 19). The value of a transformative educative experience is 

the enrichment in our lives both in that moment and in subsequent experiences. 
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The data from this study has revealed the underpinning qualities of transformative experience 

in five categories:  

 impulse, play, and imagination;  

 active (doing) and undergoing changes to passive materials;  

 heightened sensory perception and aesthetic undergoing;  

 creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making;  

 affect (emotion, efficacy and flow) and transformative experience.  

 Impulse, play and imagination  

The qualitative element that makes possible the transformation and reconstruction of experience 

is imagination (Cuffaro, 1995), and creative imagination, not reason, is the most important capacity 

for understanding the world (Dewey, 1897). Human cognition is imaginative, it can think beyond 

the constraints of immediate experience (Cave, 2016) into construction of new contexts, new 

knowledge and transformed ways of being in the arts. Play ignites children’s imaginations, evoking 

invitation to the world of “suppose, if and maybe” as children use their own imaginative world of 

personal symbols.  

Gadamer (1960/2004) speaks of the tendency to link the concept of play with our experience of 

art (with the play of art). Play brings about unplanned heightened experiences through children’s 

perceptions and imaginations. In all educative relationships, the starting point comes from the 

impulse of the child to action. Impulse precedes, for example, the need to engage with music by 

moving—“the beginnings of complete experience” (Dewey, 1934/2005, p. 61). The starting point 

is a sensation which gives rise to feeling and may be transformed into an image that the mind 

works on and conditions. Teuila’s impulse to dance drew on the immediacy of the moment. An 

act that might be first performed as the result of sheer internal pressure, is given form and is 

capable of becoming more definite. Dance is a form of playfulness and “the child’s impulse to 

do…first finds expression in play, rhythmic movement, gesture, and make-believe” (Dewey, as 

cited in Mayhew & Mathews, 1965, p. 40).  

Play assists children to develop relationships and concepts and stimulates their sense of efficacy—

on the way to becoming. Playfulness is more important than play. The process of play allows for 

expression of personality and uniqueness and enhances dispositions such as curiosity and 

creativity. Play enables children to make connections between prior experiences and new learning. 
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As previously stated, children’s experiences often begin as imitation, what the Greeks called 

mimesis, but imitation and representation are not just a copy or second version, they are a 

recognition of essence. Through symbolic play, the child is able to master symbolic functions and 

this includes associating objects with words. As children become older their play is characterised 

by rules, structure and social interaction. Their play becomes games with rules, constraints and 

boundaries.  Play has a special relation to the serious, which gives experience its purpose 

(Gadamer, 1960/2004). 

 Active (doing) and passive (undergoing)  

Every experience is the result of an interaction between a live creature and some aspect of the 

world in which they live. Dewey (1934/2005) considers we are never separate from the world; we 

are made up of relations and through such encounters, thought creates itself. Experience has a 

structure that includes an active child and a passive environment (or materials) and there must be 

undergoing or there would not be an experience. But experience is not just doing and undergoing; 

to achieve an experience there needs to be a balance between doing and undergoing. Only when 

both action (doing) and its consequence (undergoing) are joined in perception does this 

relationship gain meaning (Dewey, 1919/2009). Doing is the active part of a transformative 

experience which is made explicit in the terms explore and experiment. The child in an early 

childhood setting participates in events or activities, bringing their world into their interactions 

with everyday materials from the environment (e.g., twigs, leaves, clay).  

For Ella, her undergoing of new perceptions enabled these acts of storytelling, and for Teuila, 

through dance. There were many instances of children’s undergoing as they mentally and 

physically transformed these objects. An example from the cultural performances centre revealed 

the children’s heightened sensory perception as they watched their teachers and listened to the 

music, undergoing the expressive energy of the music by being actively involved with their bodies. 

These children were embedding and embodying the ability to respond to rhythm through music 

and movement, a kinaesthetic sense, which produces more bodily control in dance. Through 

undergoing, an act which was once blind, is performed on purpose; the child begins to manage 

and order activities in relation to consequences and through this undergoing of possibilities 

transformation occurs. The child artist controls processes of their work by grasping the connections 

between what is already done and what to do next, consciously undergoing the effect of every 

brush stroke, aware of what they are doing and where their work is going. 
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Dewey (1934/2005) reminds us that it is only through “progressive organisation of inner and 

outer material [the internal imagining/outward expression] in organic connection with each other 

can anything be produced that is not a learned document or an illustration of something familiar” 

(p. 78). An activity that was once natural—spontaneous or unintended—when consciously 

undertaken to entertain consequence, is transformation (e.g., the moulding of clay, the role-playing 

of an initially passive idea). In the imaginative play centre, we saw children’s undergoing as they 

mentally transformed objects around them, such as the rock becoming a bed and the blocks of 

wood representing medicine, medical charts and resources.  The children’s undergoing of new 

perceptions enabled these acts of art to become a transforming process.  

 Heightened sensory perception and aesthetic engagement 

Movement and the sense of touch are a human being’s first outward expression of their experience 

of the world. To see, hear, touch, smell and taste is more than recognition (Dewey, 1934/2005). 

The senses do not operate as simple and separate entities—they have an aesthetic quality in their 

connections (Dewey, 1934/2005). All our senses are involved in some form of judgement, and 

aistheton describes things perceptible by sensations—a unity of the senses. Sensation becomes a 

perceptive idea or insight as integrated frameworks for understanding occur in wider social 

context. 

The vignettes in Chapter 6 highlighted children’s sentient experiencing; their sense of touch, sight, 

hearing, smell and taste and sensory awareness was evident in their expressive responses. Hannah 

and the other children explored artistic elements of pattern, design, shape and size through various 

media (collage, construction and modelling). Hannah’s visual and tactile attraction to sensory 

materials was led by a process of aesthetic working out, developing her sense of design and pattern. 

Her journey into the media of collage became a form of expression and engagement, which was 

led by her interest in visual-tactile properties—a combination through which modes of thinking 

and feeling transform. The use of real materials (sand and other natural objects) in her artwork 

played a tangible role in her visual/aesthetic development, with materials chosen for their inherent 

visual and tactile qualities. Visual-tactile perception was an artistic way to inform her perceptions 

and create artworks and her interest in collage attracted other children to participate in a sensory 

experience of mixing coloured powder into paste and sprinkling sand and coloured dyes onto card, 

transforming the materials and their own knowledge.  
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Sensory based exploration allows children to experience the nuances of texture, density, viscosity, 

fluidity and possibility. Hannah, Rosie, Ella and Teuila responded to the physicality of the 

materials in their own ways, utilising varied materials to produce their own lived aesthetic 

experiences.  Rosie used many forms of media—painting, singing, dancing and playing—and 

responded to The Gingerbread Man story/dance by modelling with dough. These experiences were 

immediate, passive, fragmented, yet keenly felt, encapsulated as moments of sensation and the 

experiences included aesthetic undergoing and both personal and collective expression. Ella 

responded to materials affectively, manipulating them into familiar stories with a set goal in mind. 

Teuila connected music with movement, thus enabling her to respond to form through movement 

and dance.  

The children who engaged in playing musical instruments were listening, focused and attuned to 

melody and rhythm. They knew when to start and stop and responded to their teacher’s cues. They 

kept steady time and explored tempo, strumming or drumming fast/slow, loud/soft. The other 

children were watchful, listening and receiving participants, observing how others performed 

actions through their bodies. Within the Pacific Island setting of the cultural performances centre, 

aesthetic taste contributed towards social order. Children listened to different sounds, responding 

through sound exploration, playing music, singing and movement. This cultural context included 

a variety of sensory-rich natural materials (feathers, flowers, coconuts and shells) and media 

reflecting heightened sensory perception.  

Drawing and painting were powerful tools, which enabled the children to see and undergo the 

aesthetic effects of their actions. The artistic mind stores images and brings them out in another 

form, marking the carrying forward of inspiration to completion by means of objective material of 

perception and imagery. Visual arts experiences for children are invitations to engage in similar 

processes to those of artists by using expressive elements (colour, light, texture, movement, form 

and line) and emotional, intellectual and spiritual processes. The children used colour and line to 

express their emotions, represent the world and tell stories. Milan, for example, discovered a new 

language with which to communicate his ideas and he expressed his new environment through the 

media of paint. 

In the animal encounters centre, the children experienced stories with bright colours, 

complemented by rhyming, rhythmic language. They journeyed into the world of fish with music 
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and they were encouraged to explore and express their knowledge in many ways. A visiting 

musician provided music to stimulate their enactment of swimming and sleeping fish. They 

responded by listening and moving together, developing their ability to listen, feel and respond. A 

walk to the fish market provided them with opportunities to handle and draw the fish and they 

wanted to tell stories about them. What became apparent was the children’s conscious intent as 

they reworked their images until satisfied.  

The importance of an artist building an experience aesthetically is emphasised. Dewey considers 

everyone an artist, recovering the continuity of aesthetic experience by linking art with everyday 

activities. Artistic refers to the doing; Aesthetics is about appreciating, perceiving and enjoying. 

Dewey (1934/2005) proposes that language exists only when it is listened to, as well as spoken: 

 The hearer is an indispensable partner. The work of art is complete only as it works in the 

experience of others than the one who created it. Thus language involves what logicians 

call a triadic relation. There is the speaker, the thing said, and the one spoken to. (pp. 110-

111) 

Dewey sees the art product as the “connecting link between artist and audience. Even when the 

artist works in solitude all three terms are present. The artist has to vicariously become the 

receiving audience” (1934/2005, p. 112). Dewey posits that arts experiences shape our perceptions 

of ourselves and others.  

 Affect: Emotion, efficacy and flow 

The arts affect us emotionally and when we experience something, we act upon it, we do something 

with it, and then it does something to us in return. Dewey (1934/2005) reminds us that “art is not 

the experience itself, but a quality that permeates an experience” (p. 339). Transformative 

experience is not just intellectual (objective) in nature (felt as thought); it might also be emotional 

(subjective). Emotion changes the mood felt as it flows through the experience. Our feelings 

completely absorb the rational and relational properties into themselves until they no longer exist 

(Dewey, 1938/1960). Each process of knowledge and creativity is only possible when rationality 

and emotions work together: transformative experience is qualified with emotion, and so conscious 

intent emerges. 

Aspects of an educative experience, such as feeling and quality, are sensed or felt rather than 

verbalised and are immediate to the situation rather than removed from it. Dewey (1938/1960) 

contends that “we know only by means of judgment which is reflective and mediate, and so the 
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material content of this ultimate whole (which is the only ‘Reality’) is completely inaccessible to 

us” (p. 533). Experiences are marked by phases, emphases, rhythms of encounter, and perhaps our 

personal history (of previous experiences). There is continuity as different situations and/or actions 

succeed one another and actions run their course to fulfilment. Transformation is often deeply 

rooted from the heart, associated with the affective domain which fundamentally changes thinking 

patterns, behaviours and outcomes that follow. 

The arts are seen to awaken children’s thinking and feeling selves. Deleuze and Guattari (1990) 

examined the origin of the artwork when the onset of art occurs—in the unconscious moment. 

They proposed as percept the space where no form or feeling has arrived and only sight or 

recognition has taken place. Affect is often associated with sensation, as it relies on the senses. 

The percept and affect are together realised by people and this forms part of our sense-ible 

concepts, or how we respond to the artwork. When we see something (percept) and unconsciously 

respond, and we sense something (affect), it is our response that occurs, not a concept. Percept, 

affect and sense-ible concept may occur in any order or time, at once or later. As we recall an 

event, a dance, a play, a film or a concert, this occurrence is felt as real, it happened. 

The teachers talked about play and arts experiences which influence the children’s emotional well-

being. They emphasised how sensory materials (play dough, drawing, and painting) calm the three- 

to four-year-old children, enabling them to settle themselves. They provided examples, such as a 

child coming to terms with a fear of fire or the loss of their fish, through pretend play. The teachers 

saw how children self-regulate their emotions, through play-full and transformative arts 

experiences. They described how “painting was a good place for children to ease their transition” 

and some saw “connections between children’s emotions and colours in their paintings and 

drawings”. They told how the children could hear moods in music—for example, the tortoise in 

Saint-Saëns’ Carnival of the Animals. They recognised the children’s emotions, efficacy and flow 

by the looks on their faces and how they revisited, repeated and reflected on certain experiences.  

The student teachers also recognised emotional aspects within arts experiences when providing 

stories from their practicum experiences, such as how a child had made a card for her mum who 

was in hospital and then seemed no longer upset. One student stated that “the arts empower 

children to process what is happening around them and work out ways to cope.” Another student 

teacher agreed, saying “drawing (or writing) helps us express our deepest feelings…and provides 
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children with reassurance, confidence and a sense of hope” (Radha). A story about the child who 

wanted to paint for the mountain Big King expressed empathic response and resolution: “That’s 

sad, because the mountain must be lonely now” (Felicity).  

The student teachers recognised their role in providing opportunities for fostering relationships 

and building efficacy. Jacinta reminded a child of when “she didn’t think she could draw a flower”. 

The student teachers noticed how children enjoy sharing their strengths: “Teamwork was 

fostered…they invited others to join in and work together…when we worked as team, the project 

went so much better…if they thought they weren’t good at something they could choose someone 

to help out” (Felicity). The student teachers identified their roles in helping children recognise 

their emotions by identifying with children’s experiences. They reflected about their own feelings 

of not knowing, and Leonie said, “Children might face that on a continual basis, because 

everything is so new with lots of different things… children seem okay with not knowing.” Leonie 

considered that “it can be good to put oneself in a position where you feel unsure… getting anxious 

or nervous, and then overcoming that feeling has enabled me to manage myself in other situations.” 

 Creative impulses, improvisation and meaning making  

The qualities of transformative experience which emerged through this study align with the 

children’s strengths, interests and creative meaning making. Creativity is an avenue that allows 

children to make sense of and give meaning to their world. Arts experiences help children find 

meaning in what they do and transform their perceptions. Children’s experiences often begin as 

imitation, but when they become transformed into art or new knowledge, meaning is recognised 

both within the work and within oneself. The importance of seeing the child as an artist emphasises 

their engagement with the product directly, as a maker of art within a process of making an art 

object, and as an active perceiver of art. It is more important that children are engaged in creating 

or making their own artworks than the product. Dewey (2005) contends  Matisse once said that “a 

finished painting is like a new-born child: “The artist himself must have time for understanding it. 

It must be lived with as a child is lived with, if we are to grasp the meaning of his being” 

(1934/2005, p. 112). 

The child’s natural process of learning enables new information experienced by the child to be 

transformed into new forms of images and symbols that fit with their development and needs 

(Dewey, 1897). Teuila’s impulse to dance sought outlet in shaping raw materials into a tangible 
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form of embodied knowing. Dewey (2005) posits that an expressive act holds a unison with 

something stored from past experience. Teuila realised new potential while improvising expressive 

movements and grasping the meaning of the act (dance) by using it to express herself. The 

expressive possibilities of playing musical instruments held great intrinsic interest for Ella and 

Teuila and the other children. For Hannah, objects of art became expressive languages and life and 

art merged together as Hannah included these materials in her artwork.  

In the imaginative play centre, a group of children’s conversations about their dreams spurred their 

identification with superhero characters. They later transformed a playful experience into 

something of meaning, which Gadamer (1960/2004) calls a ‘certain kind of truth’ for the child. 

Through their collective experience within imaginative play, the children expressed the essence of 

an imagined context (the hospital), developing their understanding about hospitals and thus being 

transformed by the experience. Children’s imaginations enable their faculty for forming images 

that go beyond reality. Pretend play always has a creative element which allows children to 

innovate, or to imagine being someone or something else.  

In the cultural performances centre, music and dance were a significant part of daily life as the 

children were “immersed in their culture alongside adults” (Sansom, 2011, p. 109). The toddlers 

discovered their creative and expressive selves through dance, by responding to music, finding 

rhythm and feeling its energy, using their legs to bounce up and down to the steady beat. Their 

dance experiences showed an ability to hear and respond to elements of music—dynamics, beat 

and rhythm—through their whole bodies. For the older children, specific movements and gestures 

also represent cultural meaning, expressions, emotions and ideas. Music and dance movements 

enhanced their somatic understandings as an holistic and corporeal emphasis gave life to the 

children’s experiences, capturing them in an embodied way.   

Dewey (1934/2005) suggests that the act of expression is not something which is added to, or one 

that interrupts an inspiration already complete—“excitement about subject matter goes deep, stirs 

up meanings derived from prior experiences” (p. 68). In other words, inspiration and expression 

occur simultaneously and are ongoing. The children were invited to respond to music (live and 

recorded) by listening, exploring movement, expressing sounds and musical ideas which drew on 

their personal experience and ignited their imaginations.  Through shared common experiences, 

each child could then interpret the music within their own transformed perspective.    
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The children who were painting and drawing developed useful skills to make their ideas visible to 

others. The toddler who was able to draw a crab on the white board had no words to tell us, but his 

work gave meaning to his actions. Milan’s painted representations using form and structure to 

reflect his familiar environment and this was informed by his visual memory, empathy from his 

own experience and an affinity with the paintings of others. Kolbe (2005) reminds us that “when 

children gain experience drawing, they are able to use the language of lines, shape [and colour] in 

various ways to develop their repertoire of strategies” (p. 18). The children not only extended their 

repertoire of abilities but some were also able to develop new schema by creating three-

dimensional aspects to their work. Their journey (erfahrung) into drawing became not only about 

representations, but also “ways to create and recreate images, ideas and feelings in a quest to make 

sense of themselves and the world” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 7). The children were able to manipulate in 

abstract and in the process of becoming writers, artists and authors, could adopt multiple identities 

(as artists and storytellers). However, it is important to note that the children’s abilities with 

language might fix the limits on what they can express in written form. 

Summary 

The arts are frequently considered to be emotive forms that might provide satisfaction—but not 

understanding. Best (1988) contends, however, that if cognition is a matter of becoming aware, of 

perceiving, then the senses and the arts play a crucial role in developing sensibilities, thus 

providing essential resources for education. Creative experiences in the arts enable children to 

make sense of and give meaning to their world through their undergoing of the transformation of 

materials, symbols and images. These forms of self-expression can take on cultural imagery and 

social experiences, or the child can explore expressing meaning through their own embodied self. 

For an experience to be meaningful, the exploration, imagination and motivation of the immersed 

child brings their prior knowledge, reflective inquiry and capable acts of self-expression to fruition. 

The meaningfulness of an experience is a part of the nature of its potential for transformation.  

Transformative Experience 

Transformation involves a fundamental shift to turn an existing concept or substance into 

something totally new. Transformative experience can only occur when the distance between self 

and the world decreases. Play allows for transformation, especially when it comes to true 

consummation, perhaps through art forms, and transformation into structure. The importance of 
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being able to step back from experience, to make sense of it and control it, cannot be 

underestimated. As we reflect (Do I like this? Is it new or different? How?), the transformative 

process undergoes new forms of meaning making. It is through in-depth forms of reflection and 

acceptance to be fully transformed that we discover transformations within ourselves. Freire 

(1990) termed as conscientisation the experience of transformation which takes an individual from 

one level of consciousness to the next. Transformative experience is an act of becoming, a lifelong 

activity that involves reflective thinking, transformation of perspectives and incremental growth 

of the individual.  

 Child transformation 

The transformative nature of an experience depends on the child’s ability to stop and rethink or re-

evaluate the experience. The children’s spontaneous arts experiences held meanings in the present 

and were inspired and evoked by their feelings of happiness. When children assimilate meanings 

from past experiences, their early memories can be transformed into artful expressions. The 

children built up insights and understandings of their world through their transformative 

experiences in and through the arts. From Shapiro’s (2015) perspective, the body is a site for 

self/social transformation where body as a subject produces liberatory knowledge about the self. 

Music and dance are products of culture, which provide a means to produce knowledge about 

persons and culture and transcend barriers of difference. Engaging in arts experiences together 

helps to create positive partnerships. When the children discovered the joy of the arts, it was 

significant to them, and the other children who were drawn to participate in these experiences also 

realised their potential as artists. According to Gardner (1999), the passive body undergoes its own 

transformation, and over time we saw how the arts enabled these children to experience new 

feelings, as they explored historical traditions and encountered their own culture. Their 

engagement often drew on their previous experiences, showing a transformation of energy into 

thoughtful action. These children were able to transform situations for themselves and others by 

being immersed in the moment and going with the flow of possibilities. In these situations, 

several children responded to one child’s interest and through participation their friendships 

became an act of art.  

I was also able to observe the children’s new-found perceptions and abilities. Ella was very excited 

to tell me that dancers need musicians, imitating playing a piano while her friend Sophie danced. 

Teuila was fascinated by the movement of the wind that day and wanted to show me and talk about 
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her drawings. In another centre, children were able to undergo their own transformations when 

their stories emerged alongside their drawings on the paper. The children’s drawings embodied 

“possible actions and events in time and space depicting a mix of imagined and remembered events 

as their ideas flowed freely” (Kolbe, 2005, p. 15).   

The children’s experiences demonstrated their transformation of artistic skills and knowledge of 

concepts. They transformed their ability to listen, see, move and respond. These skills are all 

essential in life as well as to engaging with the arts (dance, drama, music and visual arts) physically 

and in thinking about the arts. These internalised forms of empowerment were forms of self-

realisation that enhanced children’s confidence and self-identity, a part of transformation which is 

potentially significant. Our imaginations lay the groundwork for a lifetime of fantasy and creativity 

which, nevertheless, have their origins in the real. When a child consciously explores through 

creative experience, a stage of reflection is reached where they actively think or talk about what it 

means. Experience is “an interaction between the child and environment which, when carried to 

full, is transformation into participation and communication” (Dewey, 2005, p. 22).  

 Teacher transformation 

Experiences which are transforming have the power to change a person’s life (and points of view). 

The teachers discussed transformations in their arts practices. Ingrid told of how her own 

transformation had translated into her practice: “It started off with my enjoyment of oil pastels and 

how Kandinsky and Hundertwasser play with shape, colour and line. I love it and it came from 

something that I really enjoy...” Freya said, “I never saw myself as an artist until I went to Ann 

Pelo’s [2012] talk about three or four years ago…we are all artists, and we are all very creative.” 

Brigitte recognised the importance of allowing children to see themselves as capable in a wide 

range of media: “this narrative bubbling was inside of them, needed to be expressed… from not 

knowing how to use a pen to suddenly drawing dinosaurs! An amazing story unfolded.”  

The teachers in the Cultural Perfomances centre reflected on their transformative experiences:  

 “when children have gained (deeper understanding) from what you have shared…you feel 

great, like you have achieved something.” (Manu)  

 “You feel like a real Samoan when you have passed on some of your knowledge.” (Anika)  

 “You feel like you have passed on some of your knowledge. Involving children’s families 

makes it so much more meaningful.” (Rose)  
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 “It’s so nice to see children and babies all respond, they do the actions.” (Manu)   

Transformation involves significant personal change, and educators must undergo transformation 

themselves, becoming critical pedagogics who can create a substantive and sustainable impact on 

the learning and teaching environment (Cranton, 2002). In teaching for transformation, teachers 

set the stage and provide an environment in which children can articulate and critically reflect on 

their assumptions and perspectives.  

The student teachers took note of how children bring materials and objects into relationship with 

other aspects of their environment, an unknown process which cultivates their aesthetic 

sensibilities. They saw that children’s imaginative representations of their own experiences 

express joy and amiability and how a combination of rationality and emotions precedes processes 

of knowledge or creativity. The student teachers talked about how they felt after having new 

experiences in the arts, saying they felt “pleased, satisfied, quite special…” This is what they said 

when asked what they thought a transformative experience was like:  

 “It’s something you become immersed in…a kind of realisation.” (Sofia) 

  “An experience with the arts is aesthetic…it makes you alive…engages every part of your 

body. And what a child feels in their body, is something they will never forget.” (Sofia)  

  “It’s so satisfying when you are so caught up in something that you lose track of time and 

are just in the moment.” (Jacinta)  

The student teachers discussed their own transformations. Marama explained that her engagement 

in the arts enabled her to consider available time and space to introduce new experiences in the 

arts. It made her want to plan a permanent programme. Eva’s pedagogic perspectives were 

transformed when she saw how the boys created their own props for Captain America: “The same 

materials became something completely different for the boys, but equally useful to their role play. 

It was cool to see how children could use the same materials and process to create a completely 

different product for their play.”  Ngaire said: “Working with children in a centre has enabled me 

to see the beauty of art. It’s made me look more at myself and look more at my culture. I love the 

arts now.” Veronica shared how she “hadn’t realised learning could take place in context of play” 

until she started her study. She realised the meaning of empowerment after seeing “a two-year-old 

child, who would often sing…because it [her voice] could go wherever she chose it to go”. Olivia 
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transformed her thinking, making a new realisation about the boy’s science learning: “It was role-

play that brought the learning to life for him. He lived it completely, he even made his own 

antennae. He had to totally become it! What really what brought it out was the drama, because he 

could encapsulate a whole lot of things.”  

The themes that were identified and analysed in this research are expanded in Figure 51. 

Although diagrams are not the normal product of phenomenology, because the terms are usually 

the language of the actual lived experience data, in IPA they are useful in dealing with large 

groups and are used to break down the lived experiences into meaningful themes for early 

childhood educators. In the Figure 51 diagram I have presented my views of the themes. The 

theme categories are not the themes themselves.  

The next and final chapter discusses the benefits of experiential learning, outlining implications 

for potential future practice of student teachers and teachers.
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Figure 51. The manifest and latent aspects of experience.
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Imagination is the… blending of interests where the mind comes in contact with the 

world. When the old and familiar things are made new in experience, there is 

imagination. When the new is created, the far and strange become the most natural 

inevitable things in the world. There is always some measure of adventure in the meeting 

of the mind and universe, and this adventure is, in its measure, imagination. (Dewey, 

1934/2005, p. 278)  
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

Introduction 

This chapter concludes the thesis, presenting a summary of the main points and establishing 

dialogue between the key aspects of the literature review and findings discussed in the previous 

chapter. The structure of Te Whāriki (MoE, 1996) is briefly explained, because questioning the 

use of experience in this document has stimulated the rationale for this research and its theoretical 

underpinning. Some implications for teacher practice in ECE will be discussed, with 

recommendations for future practice and research. Current international challenges to New 

Zealand early childhood programmes are indicated as I consider obstacles which may inhibit the 

possibilities for transformative experiences in the arts.  Potential dangers to the arts-based 

curriculum (play and experience) have become apparent, as government agencies promote the 

notion of formal learning with an increased focus on literacy and numeracy.  

This research has explored pedagogical practices in the arts, seeking to explain how learning 

experiences facilitated by student teachers and early childhood teachers impacted on children’s 

learning in the arts. The main aim was to identify the essence of transformative experiences in the 

arts in early childhood education and this was supported by my own observations and 

conceptualisation of experience. Focus group discussions were used with student teachers and 

teachers which interrogated their notions of pedagogy and invited them to explore their own 

perceptions about the arts. Their understanding of arts principles and processes were applied to 

their experiences working with young children. Many of the student teachers and teachers 

recognised how transformative experience evolves from children’s interests and ideas. This 

research points to the importance of the arts as embodied practice, which taps into knowing not 

yet available to us at a conscious level. For some of the student teachers and teachers, their thinking 

about the value of the arts in early childhood was transformed; for example, Olivia’s realisation 

that it was the child’s play that brought to life an understanding of metamorphosis. The importance 

of the arts as embodied practice taps into knowing not yet available to us at a conscious level.  

Key Recommendations  

The data in this research suggests that pronounced and rapid artistic development can occur in 

environments which promote sustained, creative and complementary individual and group 
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learning. The arts play a necessary self-activating part in young children’s development and 

identity. This research has shown that quality environments for children hold many possiblities 

for innovative and exciting projects.  

Five  environments emerge, as presented in Figure 52. 

 

 

Figure 52. Five environments for transformative experience. 

 

1. Child-centred Spaces hold many possiblities 

 The findings demonstrate that where the arts were central to the daily rhythms of early 

childhood centres, children showed increased confidence in their ability to create and express 

themselves artistically. The importance of aesthetic engagement resonates with Dewey’s 

explication of ‘the live creature’—the arts make us feel alive, special, satisfied and engaged. The 

importance of the teacher’s role in creating the environment and materials was emphasised, 

resembling an interactive dance or musical improvisation.  The arts need spaces to develop, and 
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each art form has specific affordances which include accommodating the potential mess and 

noise, which children may see as their artistic expression. 

2. Free Play shapes the groundwork for creativity 

This research clearly shows the benefits of establishing free play in order for transformative 

experiences to take place. The children’s ideas and artistic growth were permeated with 

the play attitude of art, and the many ways they played, imagined and shaped the groundwork for 

creativity. The children in this project used play to relate to materials in their environment, 

investigating or answering different kinds of questions about their properties and affordances. 

Their engagement not only enabled them to gain facility in the use of tools, or gather knowledge, 

but revealed hidden artistic possibilities in the elements of shape, form, sound, pattern, rhythm, 

line and texture.  

Csíkszentmihályi (2004) refers to play as an autotelic experience which has its own goal and, 

therefore, often takes place in the flow of the moment as children develop their ideas and 

imaginations in contexts where time is irrelevant. The children’s self-immersion enabled them to 

develop self-confidence, self-determination and self-efficacy. The teachers and student teachers 

saw play as an essential element to children’s exploration, experimentation and risk-taking. As 

children engaged with materials, manipulating them with their bodies in time and space, their 

habitual ways of thinking, feeling and perceiving were modified. The flow might be disrupted 

but discontinuity sets up new pathways. Free play enables transformative experience and if we 

remove this dimension from children’s lives, we break up the dual play-learning relationship 

altogether.  

3. Affordances of Arts Materials  

The particular kinds of thinking required for each artistic act requires a different kind of 

concentration, focusing attention in both cognitive and affective ways. Transformative 

experience in the arts leads to perception, representation, undergoing, and development towards 

an ideal of artistic citizenship. It is always grounded in the embodied physical and the process of 

selecting and sifting through possibilities requires constraints which increase the child’s 

awareness of all the implications and possible developments of their ideas. The children in this 

project used their knowledge of what to select or discard to make decisions about elusive or not 

mastered aspects. They showed an awareness of uniting differences as demonstrated when a 
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child manipulated collage materials or sounds artistically or made choices about lines and 

colours in their paintings or the costumes to wear in their dances. Each child was able to think 

through their preferred modes of representation and this carried momentum from impulse, 

motivation and conscious intent.  

4. Child Agency 

The principle of Empowerment (Mana), as reflected in Te Whāriki, means every child 

experiences an empowering environment that recognises and enhances their mana, supports them 

to learn and develop to their potential and as well to enhance the mana of others. In an 

empowering curriculum children have agency to create and act on their own ideas (MoE, 2017).  

The construction of art uplifts the child and reveals who they are and, because the arts are 

practical, they promote education for the whole person (head, heart and hands). The arts bring 

out the Self—self-awareness, self-confidence, self-identity, and so on—in the development 

of the imaginative live creature. The arts can be empowering and encouraging through 

experience and increase children’s confidence. Transformative experiences change the way we 

perceive things, they offer new insights, expand horizons and stimulate creative thinking. For 

teachers in this study, the realisation that changes in perceptions occurred through aesthetic 

engagement was a significant factor in their own transformation. 

Transformative experience validates how children’s learning is influenced by their past 

experiences and reasoning. The children in this project were all engaged in experiences that 

brought into play their prior knowledge and when applied collectively further enriched these 

experiences.  

5. Democratic Participation 

 Dewey (1938/1960) defined democratic participation as our self-interest balanced with the 

collaborative interests of the group. The democratic and collaborative forms of participation that 

are inherent in early childhood arts programmes can include families and the community, who may 

enhance and even contribute to their richness. Children need access to mentors who are able to 

recognise their artistic abilities and understand their development by noticing children’s responses 

in relation to their future participation. Essentially, democratic participation relies on free and 

equal access for the children involved and a valuing of a child’s dispositions and specific 

intelligences or ways of knowing. An early childhood environment which is positive includes the 
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valuing of teachers for their encouraging, accepting and friendly roles. It is important that teachers 

celebrate children’s attributes and have the courage to advocate for them to be happy and engaged, 

and to feel alive, special and satisfied.  

Implications: Potential solutions to the arts-based early childhood curriculum  

As made explicit in Chapters 6 to 9, this research has shown the importance of dialogue among 

teachers, student teachers and children to encourage the co-construction and free play of 

imaginative ideas which lead to transformative experiences in the arts. The evidence in the 

research strongly suggests that meaningful experiences in the early years offer children advantages 

in creative and other learning areas. The data from this study shows that transformative 

opportunities offered to children carried appeal and evoked conviction about the worth of learning 

in and through the arts. Swanwick (1999) notes that children are drawn into learning which seems 

worthwhile and makes a contribution to the well-being of the mind.  

Informal learning validates learning from the unknown whereas formal learning emphasises what 

is known. It is the child’s imaginative mind which enables them to perceive the unseen, hear the 

unheard and, through unconcealment, reveal their particular truths. One of the challenges to my 

research findings is a recent trend to align early childhood education with a more formalised 

system which claims to ensure better transition into formal schooling. As previously noted, 

informal learning may be the most difficult to quantify or prove, but it remains critical to an 

individual’s overall cognitive and social development throughout their lifespan. 

 The changing politics of early childhood education 

According to recent research, there is concern about the quality of early childhood education as 

well as growing social justice concerns (Cannella, 1997; Woulfe, 2014).  In the 2017 New Zealand 

socio-political education environment, when the 2017 Te Whāriki came into use, literacy and 

numeracy had clearly become dominant curricula priorities with preschool children positioned as 

apprentices to the senior secondary school examination systems (such as the NCEA). As evident 

in part of my findings, an additional aspect to be alerted to is the marginalisation of the arts and 

that early childhood philosophies and pedagogical theories are being lost or replaced. Teacher 

training institutions need to strengthen student teachers’ exposure to the arts and the philosophical 

and historical scope of ECE. In early childhood education, honour and respect for children’s 

freedom (RIE and Reggio) is vital.   
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Although teachers are becoming more articulate about what is behind their practice, many seem to 

merely implement teaching methods. There is a danger of teachers being defined through 

pedagogy, where the outcome is not about developing the child as a complete, fulfilled human 

being, but rather as an economic agent. Those many centres which seem bereft of a philosophy of 

learning and teaching will have no power to combat the ‘schoolification’ of early childhood. 

Accordingly, a philosophy is important inasmuch as we are either developing the child by opening 

possible worlds to them, or we are adopting a calculative edict where the desired outcome is a 

given and their destiny pre-defined. Our philosophies of teaching are a set of values which become 

realised through our pedagogy. 

 Teacher awareness of transformative experience 

The benefits of ECE on children’s learning and development all depend on the standard of that 

education, and teachers’ qualifications are pivotal to a programme’s success (Warren & Haisken-

DeNew, 2013). This study points to the crucial nature of teacher qualifications, indicating that in 

early childhood services where preschool teachers had diploma or degree level qualifications, there 

were significantly increased results in the quality of delivery. Based on the participating teachers 

who were observed in this study and the student teachers impressions of their practicum 

experiences,  teacher training in the Arts is vital.  

Teacher practitioners who value the arts and are imbued in transformative experiences are able to 

think flexibly by suggesting constructive, growthful activities to draw a child’s attention to 

transformative possibilities.  A narrow interpretation of experience will inevitably constrain and 

limit a teacher’s ability to bring into play the full potential of the arts as the central platform for 

early childhood education and children’s affective development. In his writing about Affect, 

Massumi (2015) expresses the notion of immediacy, which “draws attention to the event as the 

primary unit of the real” (p. 147). If teachers insist on music and dance without noise, painting 

without mess, colouring how the world is, rather than how the child imagines it might be, then a 

whole range of developmental possibilities may be lost for the child. During my time as an early 

childhood arts specialist, I have found that the process of inspiring teachers to gain confidence in 

the arts often gave rise to questions about the shared vision and philosophy of all staff. 

 Closing remarks  
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The essence of this research is the transformative and experiencing nature of the arts, as evidenced 

by the rich data in the body of the thesis. It was the intent of this research to let the arts shine 

through—to let the data and the arts speak so that they have value. The student teachers’ and early 

childhood teachers’ discussions around experience have been evaluated from the perspectives of 

Dewey and Eisner, reconfirming the importance of providing rich contexts for young children to 

experience and transform their understanding of the world through the arts. Children’s 

participation in the arts aligns with what Dewey (2005), in Art as Experience, refers to as a live 

creature interacting with their environment. Dewey’s notion of experience is a two-fold process 

where one experience sets the stage for the next. He described this as an intelligent process of 

exchange between an organism and its surroundings. In this way, Dewey explains why the arts 

leave an enduring impact on the lives of artists and audience alike: the arts help children make 

sense of their world and their experiences; these experiences can be transformative. Because 

transformative experience is qualified with emotion, the arts exemplify what it takes for an 

experience to be rich and fulfilling.  

This research has demonstrated the need for early childhood education to be personal and engaged 

with the aesthetic environment. It highlights children’s need for sensory experiences and freedom 

to explore and innovate in order to develop their creative and bodily skills. The spontaneous free 

play of children makes links with previous experience, preparing them for their next leap into the 

unknown. Play has no boundaries in time or space and it enables children to fully express 

their personal and individual imaginations, with or without interacting with others. The qualities 

of transformative experience have been considered for their educational dimensions and these must 

begin with the child’s agency, fostering their involvement, thinking and learning in a more 

relational and informal sense.   
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A Research Study about:  

 “The nature of experiences in early 

childhood education: transformative 

settings and the expressive arts”. 
 

Researchers at the University of Auckland want to find out 

more about the benefits of children’s early participation in 

arts settings. This research study is for children, student 

teachers and teachers. 

Research is always voluntary! 

Would the study suit me?  

This study might be good for you if: 

 You are a Centre Manager who values expressive 
arts experiences for young children. 

 You are a teacher (or student teacher) who values 
and enjoys the arts in children’s lives. 

 You are a parent whose child enjoys music, dance, 
drama & art. 
 
What would happen if I took part in the study?  

 If you are a parent who would like your child to take 
part in the research study, your child will: 

 Be observed (by the researcher), whilst they 
participate in expressive arts experiences at 
their early childhood centre. 

If you are a teacher or student teacher who would like to 

take part in the research study, you will: 

 Be asked to participate in 2 focus group 
discussions about children’s experiences in the 
arts (approx. 90 minutes). 
 

To take part in the arts research study or for more 

information, please contact your Centre Manager. 

The researcher for this project is Helen Pritchard 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz.  

The Principal Investigator is Dr. Trevor Thwaites at the 

University of Auckland t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

 

 
 

Appendix 1: Flyer 

mailto:h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz
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Appendix 2: Centre Manager PIS and CF 

 

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Centre Managers 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear (Centre Manager)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I am seeking permission to involve your centre in this research project which investigates teacher 

provocations and children’s subsequent experiences in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of 

‘experience’ for its transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood 

Education. I aim to provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The 

research will occur during 2014 and 2015. 

The study will take place in the relevant Early Childhood centres at a time that is convenient to 

you. The research process will involve me using digital recording methods (photos, videos) to 

make written observations of the children working in the Expressive Arts in ECE centres. I may 

also invite the children’s comments about these experiences. These written observations are for 

reference only and will be transcribed and interpreted by me. 

 Permission from parents to observe their children will be gained via the enclosed consent and 

assent forms. No involvement is required from you or any of your staff, other than the usual 

provision of Expressive Arts experiences as part of the children’s daily programme.  

I may also need access to your teachers for the second part of the research which involves the use 

of focus group interviews of up to ten participants who will meet on two occasions each lasting 

approximately 90 minutes. Teacher participation is entirely voluntary and they will be able to 

contact me directly. Participants will be asked to agree that all information shared in the focus 

groups will be kept confidential to the group. These meetings will take place at the University of 

Auckland (Epsom Campus). They will only be conducted during the days which have been 

nominated and which suit all group members. These focus groups will be audio recorded and 

transcribed and analysed by the researcher. 

The data may be used for my thesis, future publications and conference presentations. Individual 

participants will not be clearly identifiable as your centre will not be named in the research. 

However given the nature of the research it may be possible to identify your centre from some of 

the information shared.  

mailto:hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.n
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All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The consent forms 

will be stored separately from data. If requested you will receive a written summary on the findings 

of this study.  

You have been asked to sign a Participant Consent Form (attached). I seek your assurance that 

participation or non-participation will not affect the participants (teachers) relationship and 

employment with the organisation. If your centre decides to withdraw from the project you will be 

free to do so at any time. You do not need to give a reason for your withdrawal.    

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

 

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development Limited. 

 

For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014  for three years.  REFERENCE  010697 

 

  

file:///C:/Users/Helen/Desktop/PhD/Ethics%20PhD/2015%20Ethics/t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz
file:///C:/Users/Helen/Desktop/PhD/Ethics%20PhD/2015%20Ethics/s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.n
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    Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601,  

Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Consent Form for Centre Manager 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and the 

Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 

selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 I agree to allow the researcher access to the teachers at my centre     ………………………………   who will be 

asked to participate in two focus group interviews for a maximum of 90 minutes per interview. 

 I agree to allow the researcher to observe the children in my centre.  

 I understand that digital recording methods (audio/ video/ photograph) may be used to record the 

observations of children.  

 I understand that children may also be invited to talk about these experiences afterwards.  

 I understand that data will not be displayed without the permission of participants.  

 I understand that the data will be transcribed and analysed by the researcher.  

 I understand my teachers have the right to leave the group sessions at any time and may choose not to 

respond to specific questions.  

 I give assurance that participation or non-participation will not affect the participants (staff/ teachers/ 

children’s) relationship and employment with the organisation. 

 I understand that my centre will not be named in the study and understand that there is a small risk that it 

may be possible to identify the centre from some of the information shared.  

 I understand that the data may be used for the researcher’s thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations. 

 I understand that any data that my teachers contribute will not be used in anyway which could prejudice 

their employment.  

 I understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be erased 

and the transcriptions shredded. The consent forms will be stored separately from data.   

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings.  

Contact details:   Name………………………………….Email/ phone no. 

………………………………………………………………. 

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on University 

premises.  

Name…………………………………      Signature……………………………………………….       

Date………………………………….. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014 for three 

years.   Reference Number 010697  

mailto:hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz
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Appendix 3: Teachers (Observation) PIS and CF 

 

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Teachers (Observations). 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear   (Teacher)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project which investigates teacher 

provocations and children’s subsequent experiences in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of 

‘experience’ for its transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood 

Education. I aim to provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The 

research will occur during 2014 and 2015. I am inviting teachers, students, parents and children in 

New Zealand and overseas to take part in this project.  

The research process will involve me observing you and whilst involved in Expressive Arts with 

the children at your Early Childhood centre. The research process will involve me using digital 

recordings methods (audio/video/photograph) to record observations of you working with the 

children in the Expressive Arts in ECE centres. This digital recordings will be for data only and 

will not be displayed without the permission of the participants first. I may invite you to comment 

on some of these experiences. The data will be transcribed and analysed by myself and will be 

used for reference only.  

 

 The data I collect does not contain any personal information about you and you will not be 

identified in the research. However while every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality, it is 

possible that people could find out who is involved and may feel they can identify individuals. 

 

You have been asked to sign a Participant Consent Form (attached). Your participation is entirely 

voluntary.  Your Centre Manager has given assurance that your participation or non-participation 

will not affect your relationship and employment with the organisation. If you decide to withdraw 

from the project, you will be free to do so at any time. You do not need to give a reason for your 

withdrawal.   

All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The Consent Forms 

will be stored separately from data. If requested, you will receive a written summary on the 

mailto:hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz
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findings of this study. The data may be used for my thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations; however individual participants will not be clearly identifiable. 

 

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

 

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development 

 
For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014   REFERENCE 010697_ 
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Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601,  

Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Consent Form for Teachers (Observation) 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and the 

Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 

selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I agree to take part in this research. 

 I understand that my participation will involve me being observed and recorded (in digital format) by the 

researcher whilst engaging in children’s Expressive Arts experiences between 2014 and 2015. 

 I understand that this digital data will be used for reference only and will not be displayed publically 

without my permission. 

 I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and I can withdraw participation at any time. 

 I understand that I should keep any information confidential. 

 I understand that my Centre Manager has given assurance that my participation or non-participation will 

not affect my relationship and employment with the Centre. 

 I understand that any data that I contribute will not be used in anyway which could prejudice my 

employment at the above centre.  

 I understand and agree that observation of me will be recorded with data stored in a digital format and 

transcribed by the researcher.  

 I understand that the data may be used for the researcher’s thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations. 

 I understand that I will not be named in the study. 

 II understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be erased 

and the transcriptions shredded. The Consent Forms will be stored separately from data.  

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings.  
Contact details - Name………………………………….Email/ phone no. 

…………………………………………………………  

 

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on University 

premises.  

Name…………………………………      Signature……………………………………………….       

Date………………………………….. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014 for three 

years. Reference Number 010697  

mailto:hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.n
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Appendix 4: Teachers (Focus Group) PIS and CF 

   

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Teachers (Focus Group). 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear   (Teacher)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project which investigates teacher 

provocations and children’s subsequent experiences in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of 

‘experience’ for its transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood 

Education. I aim to provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The 

research will occur during 2014 and 2015.  

The research process will involve me asking you about your experiences working in the Expressive 

Arts with children at your Early Childhood centre. As part of this study you will also be asked to 

participate in focus group interviews of up to ten people. The group will meet on two occasions, 

each of which will last approximately 90 minutes. They will only be conducted during the days 

which you have nominated and which suit all group members. The interviews will take place at 

the University of Auckland (Epsom Campus). These focus groups will be audio recorded and 

transcribed and analysed by myself.  

The data I collect does not contain any personal information about you and you will not be 

identified in the research. You will be asked to agree that all information shared in the focus groups 

will be kept confidential to the group. You will also be asked not to disclose to anyone outside the 

group any information about the members of the group.  

You have been asked to sign a Participant Consent Form (attached). Your participation is entirely 

voluntary.  Your Centre Manager has given assurance that your participation or non-participation 

will not affect your relationship and employment with the organisation. If you decide to withdraw 

from the project, you will be free to do so at any time. You do not need to give a reason for your 

withdrawal. You may choose not to answer some of the questions during the focus group 

interviews, if you prefer. Due to the nature of the focus group interview format, it will not be 

possible for you to withdraw any information provided by you in the focus group.    

All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The Consent Forms 

will be stored separately from data. If requested, you will receive a written summary on the 
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findings of this study. The data may be used for my thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations; however individual participants will not be clearly identifiable. 

 

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 
Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development 
 
For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014  REFERENCE _010697  
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Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601,  

Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Consent Form for Teachers (Focus Groups) 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and the 

Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 

selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I agree to take part in this research. 

 I agree to participate in two focus group interviews for a maximum of 90 minutes per interview. 

 I understand that I have the right to not answer any specific questions in the focus group. 

  I have the right to leave the group sessions at any time. 

 I can withdraw participation at any time. 

 I understand that I should respect the privacy of the other focus group members and keep any 

information shared in the focus group confidential. 

 I understand that my Centre Manager has given assurance that my participation or non-participation will 

not affect my relationship and employment with the Centre. 

 I understand that any data that I contribute will not be used in anyway which could prejudice my 

employment at the above centre.  

 I understand and agree that I will be recorded and that data will be stored in a digital format and 

transcribed by the researcher.  

 I understand that the data may be used for the researcher’s thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations. 

 I understand that I will not be named in the study and the researcher will make every effort to preserve 

confidentiality. However I understand that because of the nature of the research there is a small risk that 

it may be possible to identify me from some of the information shared.  

 II understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be erased 

and the transcriptions shredded. The Consent Forms will be stored separately from data.  

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings.  
Contact details - Name………………………………….Email/ phone no. 

…………………………………………………………  

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on University 

premises.  

Name…………………………………      Signature……………………………………………….       

Date………………………………….. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014for 

three years. Reference Number 010697 
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Appendix 5: Programme Leader PIS and CF 

 

 

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Programme Leader 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear (Programme Leader)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I am seeking access to your student teachers for this research project which investigates 

interactions between student teachers and children, to explore young children’s experiences in the 

Arts. I intend to explore the concept of ‘experience’ for its transformative potential and 

applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood Education. I aim to provide insight into the benefits of 

early participation in Arts settings. The research will occur during 2014 and 2015. 

The research uses focus group interviews of up to ten student teacher participants from a range of 

institutions. I would like to draw on 2-3 students from your institution. The student teachers will 

meet on two occasions each lasting approximately 90 minutes. All student teacher participants will 

be asked to agree that all information shared in the focus groups will be kept confidential to the 

group.  Student teacher participants will also be asked not to disclose to anyone outside the group, 

any information about the members of the group. These meetings will take place at the University 

of Auckland (Epsom Campus). They will only be conducted during the days which have been 

nominated and which suit all group members. These focus groups will be audio recorded and 

transcribed and analysed by myself.  

 

Your student teacher’s decision to participate or not to participate is entirely voluntary. I seek your 

assurance and you have been asked to sign a consent form that participation or non-participation 

of your students will not affect their relationship, employment and/ or grades with the organisation.  

No involvement is required from either you or any of your staff, apart access to your student 

teachers via distribution of the enclosed promotional flyer. You will be able to withdraw access to 

your student teachers at any time. Student teachers who express interest may approach you 

regarding the research project. If any of your student teachers would like to be involved in the 

research they will be able to contact me directly.  

The data I collect does not contain any personal information from either you or your institution, 

neither individual participants nor any education providers will be clearly identifiable. The data 

will be used for my thesis, future publications and conference presentations. 
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All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The consent forms 

will be stored separately from data. If requested you will receive a written summary on the findings 

of this study.  

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

 

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development Limited. 

 

For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014  for three years.  REFERENCE 010697  
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 Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601  

Symonds Street 

Auckland 1150  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Consent Form for Programme Leader 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and the 

Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have been 

selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 I understand that my institution……………………….. is invited to take part in this research. 

 I agree to allow the researcher access to my student teachers who will participate in two focus group 

interviews for a maximum of one hour per interview. 

 I understand my teachers have the right to leave the group sessions at any time or choose not to respond 

to specific questions. 

 I understand that I can withdraw access to my institution at any time.  

 I understand that any data that my student teachers contribute will not be used in anyway which could 

prejudice their employment.   

 I give assurance that participation or non-participation will not affect the participants (students) 

relationship and/ or grades with the organisation.  

 I understand that the institution will not be named in the study.   

 I understand that data recorded and will be transcribed and analysed by the researcher 

 I understand that the data may be used for the researcher’s thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations. 

 I understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be erased 

and the transcriptions shredded. The consent forms will be stored separately from data.  

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings. 

Contact details -   Name………………………………….Email/ phone no. 

………………………………………………………  

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on University 

premises.  

Name…………………………………      Signature……………………………………………….       

Date………………………………….. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014 for 

three years.   Reference Number 010697 
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Appendix 6 : Student teacher PIS and CF 

  

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Student Teachers 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear   (Student Teacher)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I would like to invite you to participate in this research project which investigates student teacher 

provocations and children’s subsequent experiences in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of 

‘experience’ for its transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood 

Education. I aim to provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The 

research will occur during 2014 and 2015. 

 The research process will involve me asking you (student teacher) about your experiences 

working in the Expressive Arts with children at your Early Childhood Centre. As part of this study 

you will be asked to participate in focus group interviews of up to ten people. The group (other 

student teachers) will meet on two occasions each lasting approximately 90 minutes. They will 

only be conducted during the days which you have nominated and which suit all group members. 

The interviews will take place at the University of Auckland (Epsom Campus). These focus groups 

will be audio recorded, transcribed and analysed by myself.  

 

The data I collect does not contain any personal information about you and you will not be 

identified in the research. You will be asked to agree that all information shared in the focus groups 

will be kept confidential to the group.  You will also be asked not to disclose to anyone outside the 

group any information about the members of the group.  

 

You have been asked to sign a Participation Consent Form (attached). Your participation is entirely 

voluntary. Your Programme Leader has given assurance that your participation or non-

participation will not affect your relationship and employment with the organisation. If you decide 

to withdraw from the project you will be free to do so at any time. You do not need to give a reason 

for your withdrawal. You may choose not to answer some of the questions during the focus group 

interviews if you so prefer. Due to the nature of the focus group interview format, it will not be 

possible for you to withdraw any information provided by you in the focus group.  

All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The consent forms 

will be stored separately from data. If requested, you will receive a written summary on the 
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findings of this study. The data may be used for my thesis, future publications and conference 

presentations; however individual participants will not be clearly identifiable.   

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development Limited. 

 

For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014    REFERENCE 010697 
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 The Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

 Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland. 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 
Consent Form for Student Teachers 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and 

the Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why I have 

been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 I agree to take part in this research. 

 I agree to participate in two focus group interviews (90 minutes per interview). 

 I understand that I have the right to not answer any specific questions in the focus group.  

 I understand that I can withdraw participation at any time.  

 I understand that information once provided cannot be withdrawn.   

 I understand that I should respect the privacy of the other focus group members and keep any 

information shared in the focus group confidential. 

 I understand that any data that I contribute will not be used in anyway which could prejudice my 

standing with my Education Provider.  

 I understand that my Programme Leader has given assurance that my participation or non-

participation will not affect my relationship and employment with the organisation. 

 I understand and agree that I will be recorded and that data will be stored in a digital format and 

transcribed by the researcher.  

 I understand that the data may be used for the researcher’s thesis, future publications and 

conference presentations. 

 I understand that I will not be named in the study.  

 I understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be 

erased and transcripts shredded. Consent forms will be stored separately from the data.  

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings. 

Contact details -   Name………………………………….Email/ phone 

no.…………………………………………………  

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on 

University premises.  

Name…………………………..      Signature…………………………………     

Date………………………….. 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014 for 

three years. REFERENCE 010697  
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Appendix 7: Parents PIS and CF 

 

           Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand.  

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Participant Information Sheet for Parents 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Research title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

Dear   (Parent)      

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at Auckland University 

under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar.  

I would like to invite your child to participate in this research project which investigates young 

children’s experiences in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of ‘experience’ for its 

transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood Education. I aim to 

provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The research will occur 

during 2014 and 2015. 

Your participation is entirely voluntary. Should you agree to your child taking part in the 

research, I will be observing and in some cases using digital recording methods (audio/ video/ 

photographs) to record your child’s engagement in Expressive Arts experiences. There is a 

possibility that I may also invite your child to participate in a discussion about their experiences 

along with a small group of other children. The digital recordings are for my reference only, they 

will not be displayed publically without your permission. However both you and your child may 

request copies of the digital recordings made during these observations.  

The data I collect does not contain any personal information about you or your child. Your child 

will not be identified in the research, pseudonyms will be used. The collected data will be 

documented, transcribed and interpreted by myself. Your child may withdraw from participation 

in the research at any time. Your Centre Manager has given assurance that your participation or 

non-participation will have no effect on your child in any way.  

 

 All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The Consent Forms 

will be stored separately from data. The data may be used for my thesis, future publications and 

conference presentations.  If requested you will receive a written summary on the findings of this 

study.   

 

You have been asked to sign a Participant Consent Form to agree that you will allow your child 

to be observed by the researcher for the above purposes (see attached).  
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You will be free to withdraw your child’s participation from the project at any time and you do 

not need to give a reason for your withdrawal. You can withdraw data up to the end of 2015 without 

giving any reason. 

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

 

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer – Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development 

 

For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 13/02/2014     REFERENCE 010697 
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Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150,  
Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 
 

Consent Form for Parents 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and 

the Expressive Arts”. 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and why my 

child has been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my 

satisfaction. 

 

 I understand that my child ……………………………has been invited to participate in research relating 

to the Arts in Early Childhood settings. 

 I understand that if I consent to my child being observed and she/ he is in agreement, this will 

be recorded in digital format (audio/ video/ photograph) and the researcher will transcribe the 

recording. 

 I understand that my child may also be invited to comment on their arts experiences and this 

may be recorded in written format and used as part of this research. 

 I understand that I can withdraw my child from the research at any time and withdraw data up 

to the end of 2015 without giving any reason.  

 I understand that assurance has been obtained from my child’s Centre Manager and that my 

decision regarding participation by my child will not affect my child’s relationship with the 

centre.  

  I understand that my child will not be named in the study and that data may be used for the 
researcher’s thesis, future publications and conference presentations. 

 I understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be 

erased and the transcriptions shredded. The consent forms will be stored separately from data.  

 I agree to allow my child to take part in this research. 

 I wish/ do not wish to receive a summary of the findings. 

Contact details - Name………………………….Email/ 

phone………………………………………………… 

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on 

University premises.  

Name…………………………………      Signature……………………………………  

Date…………… 

Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 13/02/2014  for 

three years.   Ref. No. 010697  
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Appendix 8: Child Assent Form 

         

 Faculty of Education (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 

hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Assent Form for Children under the age of 16 

 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

 

Project title: “The nature of experiences in early childhood education: 

transformative settings and the Expressive Arts” 

 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. 

 

 I understand that I will be observed and recorded in digital format (audio/ 

video/ photographs) by the researcher whilst participating in Expressive 

Arts experiences. 

 I understand that I may also be invited to comment on my experiences. 

 I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time. 

 I have had the Participant Information Sheet read to me and agree to take 

part in the research. 

 I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my 

satisfaction. 

 

Name:  _________________        Signed:  ______________   

Date:  _____________ 

 
APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS ETHICS 

COMMITTEE on 13/02/2014 for a period of three years.  Reference number. 010697 
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Appendix 9: Parent Consent Phase 2 (Publication) 

 

Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 

Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, 

Auckland 1150, New Zealand. 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Project title: “The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative 

settings and the Expressive Arts” (Phase Two).  
 

Participant Information Sheet for Parents 

Please retain this sheet for your information 

Dear   (Parent and child) 

My name is Helen Pritchard and I am completing my Doctor of Philosophy at the University of 

Auckland under the supervision of Dr Trevor Thwaites and Dr Sandy Farquhar. I am seeking 

permission to use photographs in my thesis entitled “The nature of experience in early childhood 

education: transformative settings and the Expressive Arts”. 

I would like to use photographs of your son/ daughter……………………………………which 

were obtained during his/ her previous participation in this research project which investigates 

young children’s exploration in the Arts. I intend to explore the concept of experience for its 

transformative potential and applicability to the Arts in Early Childhood Education. I aim to 

provide insight into the benefits of early participation in Arts settings. The research occurred 

during 2014 and 2015. 

To enhance the research study I am seeking your permission to use/ publish some of the 

photographs of your child which were taken at their Early Childhood Centre 

……………………………………………whilst they were involved in Expressive Arts 

experiences. You have already given permission for the photographs to be taken for data analysis 

purposes only. These focus observations were transcribed and analysed by the researcher and used 

for reference only. I now believe the photographs will enhance their story, which will appear as a 

vignette. Once I have your permission, I will make available copies of the vignette of your child, 

with and without the photographs, so that you might compare and be better able to make a 

judgement on whether to sign consent or not. Also included may be your child’s comments on 

some of their experiences. 

 

Your child will not be identified by name in this research. The data I collect does not contain any 

personal information about you or your child, nor will the early childhood centre be identified. All 

participants will be asked to agree that all information will be kept confidential and not disclosed 

to anyone outside the group. However while every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality 

and anonymity, given the limited number of participants, it is possible that people will know who 

is involved and may feel they can identify individuals.  

 

All of the collected data will be securely stored at the Faculty of Education and Social Work at 

Auckland University for a period of six years, after which it will be destroyed. The Consent Forms 
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will be stored separately from data. If requested you will receive a written summary on the findings 

of this study. The data may be used for publications and conference presentations; however 

individual participants will not be clearly identifiable.   

 

You have been asked to sign a Participant Consent Form to agree that you will allow photographs 

of your child to be used by the researcher for the above purposes (see attached). Your participation 

is entirely voluntary and your decision to participate or not to participate will not affect your 

relationship with me or your child, or your child’s centre in any way.  

 If you are happy to grant permission for the photographs to be included, please sign the authority 

at the bottom of the consent form and return a copy to me. 

Thank you for your consideration of this request.  

Yours sincerely 

  

Helen Pritchard 

 

Lecturer –Early Childhood Education 

Workforce Development 

 

If you have any queries regarding this project you may contact:  

Principal Investigator: 

Dr Trevor Thwaites 

Principal Lecturer 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of 

Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext.  48702 

t.thwaites@auckland.ac.nz 

Co- Investigator  

Dr Sandy Farquhar 

Director of Early 

Childhood. 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.   

09 6238899 ext 48270 

s.farquhar@auckland.ac.nz 

Researcher: 

Helen Pritchard 

Lecturer 

Workforce Development 

22 Amersham Way,  

Manukau. 

Auckland  

09 261 2481 

Mobile 021 1336233 

h.pritchard@auckland.ac.nz 

 

Head of School:  

Dr Helen Hedges 

Head of School 

Curriculum and Pedagogy 

Faculty of Education and 

Social Work 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92603 

Symonds Street. 

Auckland.    

 64 9 373 7599   ext 48606 

h.hedges@auckland.ac.nz 

 

 

For queries regarding any ethical concerns, please contact the Chair, The University of 

Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of 

the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142, Telephone 09 373599 ext. 83711. 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS COMMITTEE 

on 30 August 2016. REFERENCE 017319 
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  Faculty of Education and Social Work (Epsom Campus) 
Private Bag 92601, Symonds Street, Auckland 1150,  

Phone (09) 623 8899 hpri014@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

 

Consent Form for Parents 

(This form will be kept for a period of six years) 

Project title: The nature of experience in early childhood education: transformative settings and the 

Expressive Arts (Phase two) 

Name of Researcher: Helen Pritchard. Doctoral Candidate, Faculty of Education and Social Work 

 I have read the Participant Information sheet and I understand that I have been asked to provide 

permission for the researcher to use photographs of my child……………………………………… which were 

obtained during his/ her previous participation in this research project. 

 I understand that my child has been observed and recorded (in digital format) by the researcher 

whilst he/ she participated in Expressive Arts experiences between 2014 and 2015. 

 I understand that my child’s comments on their experiences may also be recorded in written 

format and used as part of this research. 

 I understand and agree that information about my child’s experiences will be recorded and that 

data will be stored in a digital format and transcribed and analysed by the researcher.  

 I understand that photographs taken of my child as part of the data gathering process of the 

research may be used to enhance my child’s story as they engage in experiences in the expressive 

arts. 

 I can withdraw my child’s participation and all the relevant data traceable to me and my child at 

any time up to two weeks following your receipt of your child’s story and photograph(s), without 

giving any reason. 

 Assurance has been obtained from the Centre Manager that my child’s participation or non-

participation will have no bearing in any way on our relationship with the teachers or centre. 

 I understand that data may be used in the final research report and any further papers but will 

include no reference to individual participants or their centres. 

 I understand that data will be kept secure for six years after which the digital recordings will be 

erased and the transcriptions shredded. The consent forms will be stored separately from data.  

 I understand that neither I nor my child will be named in the study and the researcher will make 

every effort to preserve confidentiality. However I understand that because of the limited number 

of participants, there is a small risk that it may be possible to identify my child through some of 

the information shared.  

 I agree to allow my child to take part in this research. 

 I wish to receive a summary of the findings which can be emailed to me at this email  

address or posted to me at this address: ________________________________- 

 I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the research and 

why my child has been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them 

answered to my satisfaction. 

 I, ……………………………………………………  as the person with authority to sign on behalf of the above 

child described above, grant permission for Helen Pritchard to use the material as requested for 
the stated purposes, with no further action required.   

  

Name………………………………    Signature…………………………………     

Date…………………………… 

The Consent Form will be restricted to the Principal Investigator and the researcher and will be stored on 

University premises.  Approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee on 30 

August 2016 for three years. Reference Number 017319. 
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