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Foreword
Professor Colwyn Trevarthen
School of Philosophy, Psychology and Language Sciences, University of 
Edinburgh; Vice-President, British Association for Early Child Education

 

I have spent many years studying the development of babies’ talents for 
exploring interests and feelings ... Babies have bodies that cannot stand 
and walk, but they act with harmonious Self-awareness, understanding 
the rich language of human movement well. 

The infant becomes the two-year-old toddler who is enthralled with the 
new thrill of independent actions with the whole body on two feet, and 
with inquisitive ears, eyes and hands discovering a rich new world. 

This is the beginning of a rapid development of acting and imagining, 
and of communicating stories with joyful movement.  
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Foreword ...contd.
Professor Colwyn Trevarthen

Dogs, Bones and Dancing richly expands the story I have been trying to 
understand, in two ways. 

First, it is clear that, for each of these three-to-five-year-olds, the growing 
vitality of a human body with its many clever parts has become a 
thrilling adventure. 

Secondly, this life adventure is one to be explored in play with 
companions who love to share the energy and grace of moving, and the 
new stories it tells. 

Such advances in cleverness with cultural understanding depend on the 
vitality of natural self-expression, and the enjoyment of co-creating with 
others in making actions and memories meaningful and productive of 
common good. 

(Extract from accompanying Commentary by Professor Colwyn Trevarthen)
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Introduction
Here are narratives and reflections from a two-year focus in two 
Foundation Stage settings in Kendal, Cumbria: Brantfield Nursery School 
and St. Thomas’s CE Primary School. 

We wanted to continue developing our ‘Environments of Enquiry’ 
approach developed through previous Drama of Sound and other 
projects over many years. How would we get on in an entirely new 
context? We hadn’t worked with any settings in Cumbria before. 
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We aimed for a decisive start, building on more experimental beginnings 
in previous projects. 

This meant clear discussions about pedagogical principles of 
observation and dialogue, of beginning with the awareness of children 
as competent and engaged enquirers, and setting expectations and 
readiness for change and development.  In Learning to Learn in Nature 
and on our website pages you can read in more detail about our 
Developing Environments of Enquiry principles. 
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In the course of the schools’ engagement, we wanted to enable the 
children to become competent and enthused in using music as a way 
of expressing their ideas and communicating with one another; to see 
the language of music as a tool for interpreting and understanding the 
world.
And we wanted the adults (educators and parents) to understand the 
importance of music as a way for children to express themselves, 
develop high levels of competence and enthusiasm in working with 
children’s musical ideas, and rigorously explore and expand their 
approaches to learning environments in order to enable all this.
We hope you will enjoy meeting the children, the educators, their ideas 
and explorations and learning.

Robin Duckett
project author/mentor

Catherine Reding
consultant/musician



8

Music, Music Everywhere!
Brantfield Nursery School

“We are a local authority nursery school 
welcoming 140 children between 2 - 4 and 
their families. The nursery is a Victorian 
house with a very large wooded garden. 
Children attend in 3 class groups. You 
will see different projects which have 
developed with the staff and children in 
the different classes.”

Karen’s class, September 2012 - June 2014

There were 2 classes of nursery aged 
children. Both classes attended 2.5 days 
per week, either all day on Mondays, 
Tuesdays plus Wednesday morning 
or Wednesday afternoon and all day 
Thursdays and Fridays. 
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Setting the scene ...

We wanted to see how we could offer music in a new way that would 
encourage children’s exploration and creativity ...
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Initial observations 

We had noticed that many children were very inspired by dance and 
music. They loved to build stages, dress up and dance to pop music. 
Some also danced in muddy puddles outside. 

Some children in the “end of the week” class were very interested in 
creating their own performances for others to watch. They did this inside 
and in the garden, using costumes, props and recorded music.



11

Catherine Reding, the project facilitator,  brought new musical 
instruments for the children to explore - a charango for the “start of the 
week” class and a piano accordion for the “end of the week” class. 

We wanted to see how children would respond to a new and interesting 
musical opportunity. Who was interested? How would they play the 
instrument? How would they listen or play together? What meaning 
would they give their sounds?

Inviting Curiosity ...
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The piano accordion

We invited a group of interested 
children to come with us outside, to 
listen and play. 

It was Cherry’s second day at 
nursery. She absolutely loved 
the accordion, exploring how she 
could make different sounds with 
the keys. The sounds fired her 
imagination. She told us the keys 
made “ballet music” and the bass 
buttons were “dinosaur music”. 

Millie wanted to play “all by myself”
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Some children from the other nursery class 
also explored the accordion with Catherine. 
Two children created these representations 
of the accordion, without any suggestion 
from an adult.
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The charango

We noticed how children played the 
charango - some carefully picking 
out notes with their fingers, others 
strumming it enthusiastically.  
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Some children enjoyed sharing the experience with a friend. 
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This girl was shy at first but gradually gained the confidence to play.
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“Thank you for the charango”

Karen asked the children about their 
experiences on another day soon 
afterwards. They used photos to 
remember what had happened and 
the children were invited to draw and 
talk about the session.
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Encouraging music making indoors

Karen: We arranged for lots of musical instruments to be permanently 
available in a special place indoors. It was important for the children to 
be able to get them out when they wanted.

 
They knew they could come and play the instruments at any time when 
they felt inspired to explore or create something. We did always have 
instruments out before this, but not such a wide range. 
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Creative musical play

Karen: We noticed how having the 
instruments available gave children time 
to explore and develop their ideas. We saw 
them listening to each other and working 
together - it developed their social skills 
as well. Sometimes children spent time 
investigating and exploring sounds, and 
sometimes they would put on a show 
with a stage and props. We saw children 
designating roles for themselves and 
each other. They respected each other and 
celebrated each other’s achievements. 
There was no pressure or overbearing 
direction from the adults.
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Why play music outside?: Karen’s thoughts ...

• Loud instruments are less overpowering out of doors. 

• There is more space to step away from the sound or you can take an 
instrument and be on your own. 

•I noticed how different and 
more ethereal the music sounds 
outside. It sounded like it was part 
of nature - with the birds singing 
and the wind. The sound travelled 
in a different way, because there 
are no walls for it to bounce off.
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Listening and responding to music

Karen: As well as providing musical instruments we also made available 
a CD player and CDs. Favourite music was discussed and One Direction, 
Katie Perry, Jessie Jay and Gangnam Style were all very popular.  
The children could choose and put CDs on to listen and dance to. We 
continued to makes their favourite choices available but also began 
to introduce other music, for example classical music and music from 
different cultures.
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“It’s not proper music”
                                                 the ‘end of the week class’ project

Some traditional Indian music was playing on the CD player when Olivia 
told us, “I don’t want to dance to that because it’s not proper music.”

We wondered, what do children think music is? What do they think dance 
is? Later we asked them …

What is music?
Olivia: Music is songs
Connor: You have to share when playing music.
Ruby: Play the piano inside.

Perhaps pop songs are what Olivia was referring to, or possibly nursery 
rhymes. Ruby associated music with playing instruments. Perhaps Connor’s 
needing “to share” referred to the basket of instruments in nursery. 
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What is dance? we wondered with the children:

Olivia: Dancing to music.
Noah: Dance Attik.
Jess: I like ballet and putting my ballet shoes on.
Ruby: Dance to the music, point your toes and do bunny rabbit hops in 
ballet.
Jacob: Going around and around.
Alecia told us about princess dancing. 

Olivia and Ruby mentioned music when they talked about dancing. 
Some children talked about dance clubs they were involved in outside 
of nursery (Dance Attik and ballet). Others spoke of the movements they 
made (‘going around and around’, ‘bunny rabbit hops’, ‘point your toes’.) 
Both ‘free’ and ‘instructed’ dance were spoken of. 
Alecia mentioned a different element - that of imagining you are a 
character, in her case ‘princess dancing’.
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Exploring new genres

We had begun to see what ideas children associated with music and 
dance and how their experiences outside of nursery had coloured their 
ideas. We remembered Olivia’s earlier comment, ‘I don’t want to dance 
to that because it’s not proper music!’

We asked ourselves the question, 

‘How would encountering new genres in music and dance help children 
to think more broadly?’

We were interested to see how they would respond to different 
instruments, live and recorded music, and dance styles.
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What happened next

We thought about the different opportunities amongst staff, parents 
and families for sharing new music and dance with the children. Karen 
organised for different adults and older children to visit and share their 
music and dancing. Parents with bagpipes and cello visited the nursery, 
Ellie shared her circus skills, Bronya her street dancing, Katie her Zumba, 
and Bethan her ballet.
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Karen: It was really good for focussing the children on different ways of 
dancing to and interpreting music. Lots of children took part because 
they were swayed along by the enthusiasm of the group and the joy of 
the activity. Without realising, they became motivated too. 

The music and dance influenced 
Eliana so much that she joined 
up for a new ballet class which 
she adores now. The children 
were all listening, joining in and 
watching. They joined in with the 
excitement of the moment. As 
more opportunities came along 
more children wanted to join in 
and children became more and 
more confident. 
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Growing confidence to perform

One boy had been reluctant to join in any kind of dancing or movement, 
or respond to music. He wasn’t keen to join in a performance. By 
introducing the shadow screen he developed the confidence to move 
and perform for others. He was really able to let himself go and become 
immersed in the process of performing, including a performance of The 
Three Billy Goats Gruff for all his classmates.
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Dancing outside

We found that allowing lots of time to play and explore meant that 
some of the children became deeply engaged in music, dance and 
performance. We wanted to further explore how children might move to 
different styles of music.
 
We gathered together a group of twelve interested children who wanted 
to dance outside and went with them into the garden. We had collected 
music from a variety of genres and cultures, which we played through a 
speaker. Also, Catherine played the accordion for the children to dance 
to, improvising happy, scary, fast and slow music.  
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Dancing in groups; being an audience 

For some of the music, all the children danced 
together. Sometimes we invited smaller groups of 
children to dance while the other children were the 
audience. 
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Documentation

We filmed the dancing and Catherine edited it down to particular 
significant moments. We shared this with the children and with some 
parents as they picked the children up. The staff were also able to use 
the film to look more closely how children danced and interacted to the 
different styles.
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click to play video
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What we noticed

We saw that changing the music made a huge 
difference.
 
Music with a faster speed encouraged children to run, 
spin, swing their arms and legs and travel through the 
space.

When dancing to music with a slower speed children 
tended to make more shapes with their arms and move 
with smaller, slower steps.
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We saw particular movements or styles of dance which children enjoyed 
doing, or aptitudes which children were showing us. 

For example, the journey around the space seemed to be important for 
Millie, including moving in circles. Lydia was fantastic at keeping time 
and Jessica loved spinning.
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We could see how Olivia loved performing 
with and for others, particularly her group 
of friends - Jessica, Jessica and Skye. 

They played together all the time in 
nursery and developed a strong friendship 
group which was very evident in their 
dancing. They explored and created a lot 
of shapes with their bodies which were 
mirrored by each other. 

Outside they wanted to dance altogether 
and put on a performance for everyone 
else. By this time they were far more open 
to new styles of music and they altered 
their dancing accordingly.

The following film shows them dancing 
indoors with the shadow screen. 
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click image to play video
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Children reflecting on their own dancing

There were many opportunities for these children to reflect on their 
dancing and music making, including looking at photos and video, 
talking together and drawing.

After the dancing outside we made photo stills of children’s dance from 
the video we had taken. We invited the children to create a collage of 
themselves dancing. 
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Karen: I showed the children the video of them dancing. We explained 
that they could make something from the video so that they could see all 
the time - that they were going to create a backdrop then stick on images 
of themselves to look like they were moving.

The children used their hands to paint the backdrop. There was glue 
in the paint so they could stick things on if they wanted to. They were 
interested in creating it and making it all look like it was moving. They 
were very inspired to do it. 

On another day we looked back at the collage. The children talked about 
their dancing and created speech bubbles for themselves.
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Choreography

Karen worked with some of the children to take photographs of each 
other dancing and create choreographic story boards. The children wrote 
and drew on them and used them to make up further dances together.

Karen: It gave them a real focus and sense of ownership. The children 
were very proud of their achievements.
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Our reflection map of the project journey.
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This class were very enthused and interested by story telling and
performing. We decided to encourage children to develop their
performances and suggested they create an outdoor stage.

Here are two videos of the groups:

“storytelling & performing”

                                                 the ‘beginning of the week class’ project
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click image to play video
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click image to play video
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acting
music
dancing
the story
dressing up
performing on a stage
lighting
crowds
audience
feelings - nervous,funny/scary shows
extras!
venues
being in a group
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In one outdoor music making session the children began to dance and a 
game of chase developed reminiscent of a silent movie. All the children 
were being chased by a single ‘cheetah’ - Robyn.
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click to play video
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 After the chase we invited the children to draw a picture of what had
been going on. They were very inspired and enthusiastic to do this and
proudly shared their work with the rest of the class. 
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The Wild Side

The Wild Side is a wild area next to the nursery garden. We wondered
how this group would respond to being on the Wild Side with musical
instruments. We set out the instruments and let the children investigate
and before long a theme was developing about a snake that was hiding
in the bushes.
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Joseff found the snake first and soon lots of children were involved,
using sticks to try and frighten it away. It was definitely a bad make-
believe snake that needed to be got rid of. We wondered if the children 
were trying to make the area safe and saw how they were all working 
together to achieve this.



51

The children find their way out from the bushes after helping with the
driving out of the snake. This bush is a favourite with the children and
it is where everybody loves to hide. It seemed very important for the
children to reclaim their territory.
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The children used musical instruments to explore the sounds of the
snake.
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We decided to work 
indoors the following 
week, inviting the 
children to tell the story. 
We provided them with 
a story board format 
and this was very 
popular with them. They 
also made little books 
and spent a long time 
thinking about what to 
draw and write. 
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Because of the fascination with stories and performing we took them to the 

Brewery Arts Centre where they could perform together on the stage. 
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Because of the fascination with stories and performing we took them to the 

Brewery Arts Centre where they could perform together on the stage. 

We also took them to see the ballet “The 

Three Little Pigs” at the Duke’s Theatre in 

Lancaster - celebrating their passion and 

excitement for performing.
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Dogs!
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Room 1 - How will we begin?
Here we are in the Room 1 morning class.. 

The children in this class attended for 5 mornings a week. All the children in 
the class were involved in the project in some way.

The staff were Sarah, Jeanette, Lizz, working with Catherine of Sightlines 
Initiative ...
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Noticing, Wondering, Supporting, Reflecting ....

Noticing

In the staff meeting Sarah and Jeanette said 
that about 15 children in the class were really 
involved in dogs role-play, some children 
being dogs and others being owners. This 
play included walking dogs, taking them to 
the park, playing fetch, looking after them, 
washing and feeding, and taking them to 
the vets, or the kennels (when going on holiday). Some children used a 
tambourine to call the dogs back. Some were also interested in dogs as 
heroes (as in Bolt and Lula, ‘superdogs’ in a film). This play had not stemmed 
from a pre-planned adult focus: it had come directly from the children’s own 
interests, observed by the adults.
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Wondering
We wondered why dogs might be important and special to these children. 
We knew that lots of children had dogs at home and two children had just 
got new dogs. As well as becoming dogs, which was playful and exciting, 
the children could act in a caring, adult role, instructing and looking after their 
pets.

Adults supporting/facilitating
The nursery staff could see the children getting into roles of dogs and 
owners. They had provided leads, dog baskets, bowls and other doggie props 
to enrich this play. 

Children reflecting together
The adults had asked children to draw and paint their experiences, and 
some of these had been put up on the wall near where most of the role 
play was taking place, along with photographs of the role play and children’s 
comments. The display also included a place where adults in school and 
parents could contribute ideas and observations. Post-it notes were available 
for parents and staff to write up their ideas, comments and observations.
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A suitable starting point?

We could clearly see how important the interest in dogs was for the children 
involved. 

In our staff meeting we decided that this would be a good starting point for 
our musical explorations. 

We were unsure what direction the work would take at this point. 

We wanted first to tune in to the children’s motivations and fascinations.



61

Building on our observations
Building on the observations made by staff, Catherine spent time observing 
and getting to know the children. 

Together the adults came up with some questions which we thought could 
lead to an exploration of sound and movement: 
“What sounds does your dog make? How does your dog move when it is 
hungry/tired/excited/frightened/happy?”

We also decided to ask the children some more general questions about 
their own pets, and the kinds of things they do with them. This would be an 
opportunity to get to know what was significant for them.
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Catherine talked to Charlie about his two dogs, Ollie and Sabre.

Catherine: Where do they sleep?

Charlie: In the dog kennel outside in the back garden.

Catherine: What sounds do they make?

Charlie: Sabre does this: Awooooooooooh!
 And ra ra ra ra [short sounds]. He’ll do this to
my dad [he moved his arms] and he’ll lick me. 
Ollie and Sabre like chewing bones. My dad takes them for walks. I go with 
my dad. They like to run. I like playing with my dogs.

Charlie drew his two dogs, Ollie and Sabre, attached together with a lead.
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Charlie then drew a picture of Ollie. Catherine asked him to tell her about 
his picture. He said, “Ollie on the slide, wheeeeee! He fell in the water. 
Crocodiles are in the water. When Ollie’s lead is on his collar we have to pull 
him back to me and we have to run.”
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Summer was also very keen to talk about her dog.

Summer: My dog’s called Mylo.

Catherine: What does he like to do?

Summer: Play with his bone - a blue bone. 
Play with it and bite it. And it squeaks. And 
he’s got a chicken and that squeaks as well.

Catherine: Where does Mylo sleep?

Summer: Mylo sleeps in his cage.  When it’s 
morning and he goes in his cage and I go 
to nursery, he whinges. He’s got nice fluffy 
ears and a fluffy head. Daddy was taking him 
for a walk and took his lead off. Mylo heard a 
sound and then he runned away. And then 
Mylo got lost. It was dark.
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Tilly’s dog

Tilly: Amber naughty. That’s his mess (top of the picture). He got feet.

Catherine: Does Amber make a noise? 

Tilly: Growling. He opened my door - 
in my room. I’m going downstairs. He 
growling.

She drew another picture of him 
growling (in brown). - He got teeth 
there.

She then spent a very long time 
drawing a second detailed and event-
laden picture:
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Rosie drew a picture of Snowy - her toy dog that she brought in to visit the 
other dogs.

Catherine: What does Snowy like to do?

Rosie: Jump in the garden.

Catherine asked Rosie if she would like to make up a story about Snowy. 
Catherine started the story off:

Catherine: One day Snowy was jumping in the garden when…

Rosie: Snowing! It was all icy. Snowy built a snowman.

Catherine: How did Snowy feel?

Rosie: Warm because he wore a scarf. It was snowing and then it freezed. 
They got too frozen. Then it started to get sunny. It was really bright. The 
frozen bit came off them and they went inside.
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Hayden was sitting with us. I asked her what she thought Snowy liked to 
do. She said “Play in the snow”. She wanted to write the words and asked if I 
could write it - she copied it.
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Where could we go from here?

Through our observations and questions we had begun to see what was 
interesting these children. 

Different children picked up on different aspects of “dog-ness”:

• facts and information, leading sometimes to stories
• mess, growling
• things dogs (and children) like to do: for example, jumping in the snow,      
 playing in the garden.

We knew we had choices about how we progressed with the project: we 
thought that we could either focus primarily on sounds and movements, or 
we could focus on stories/drama.
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Various ideas we had at the previous meeting included

• The sounds and movements of people and dogs communicating
• Drawing the different sounds they make
• Singing the dogs to sleep
• Exploring ways that dogs move
• Stories with music/sounds/moves - acted out
• Puppet theatre dogs (but Sarah said she thought the children would         
 prefer to be the dogs)
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Sarah was keen to explore stories and drama, as she thought that this would 
be very exciting for these particular children. She suggested working with a 
shadow screen – something which she had tried during the previous year – 
so that children could act out stories and explore movements. 

She also decided to make a ‘pet wall’ and find out more about children’s 
pets. Other staff also thought this could be a very good angle to learn more 
about the children’s fascinations and for them to explore further – and to find 
opportunities to introduce ‘musical’ angles.
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About two weeks later Catherine  and Jeanette worked with seven children 
who had been particularly interested in the dogs play. We had set up a 
shadow screen and had brought out some musical instruments for the 
children to use. Catherine had her piano accordion with her.
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We talked with these children at the start of the morning to propose the idea 
to them, and they were all keen to be involved. We invited the children to try 
out moving as dogs behind the screen, while Catherine played her accordion, 
improvising music to match the children’s movements.  During the session 
we asked children questions about the different ways dogs move, so that 
they could try these movements out. Here are some of their ideas:

Hayden: Eating bones.
Tess: Dog biscuits.
Summer: Biting and scratching.
Tess: Cross.
Tess: Doing tricks, sitting, lying down.
Hayden: Walk.
Tess: Once Ludo runned away.
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click to play video
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At the end of the morning we shared some of the video in the main 
classroom. Laila saw herself dancing and squealed with delight, then went 
back to try some of the movements again.
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After the session the staff sat together and watched some of the video clips, 
sharing their observations from the morning. 
Here are some of the things we noticed:

• Being dogs allows the children to become mischievous. They can tease   
 and play tricks.
• There was a lot of great listening and responding to sound. Children    
 were listening to the music and watching each other.
•  The audience was an important part of the experience. Some children   
 interacted playfully with the audience.
• Some children were much more comfortable to dance behind the    
 shadow screen - it seemed to give them more confidence. 
• Music and dance is a powerful vehicle for children to express     
 themselves that doesn’t rely on them being able to talk. It helped some   
 children who were less easily understood when speaking find a different   
 way to communicate.
• Some children wanted to tell stories about dogs afterwards. 
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Over the coming weeks we decided to explore how children could use 
instruments to help tell their own stories. The following film shows Ruby 
telling a story to some of her friends. She uses music and movement to add 
drama and excitement to the story.

click to play video
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Through the project, everybody got a deeper 
understanding of the rich learning which comes 
if you do really watch the children and build from 

their interests.

As a result of our work with Sightlines our 
reflective practice has deepened so that the 

children’s interests and passions are used very 
effectively and meaningfully to facilitate learning.

Veronica Broyd (Head Teacher)

Brantfield Nursery Staff Reflect ...
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Noticing, Reflecting, Beginning

Karen: The children were really interested in train journeys and going on 
holiday. We had a discussion about what ‘flying’ was, and thinking of all the 
ways we use the term ‘flying’: like ‘flying into town’. 

Catherine: We started with something that was already running in the 
nursery, then worked on how we could bring in music, dance, movement to 
express and develop the idea.

Karen: We began to notice other things too: like the tapping at lunch time! 
You could think it was an annoying thing - but someone would start and 
the others would listen and join in in time, in rhythm. It seemed annoying 
sometimes, but when you listened to it and understood it  … ! 
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Focussing and developing

Robin: Was it difficult to focus on a particular thing, if you were noticing a lot 
of different things?

Karen: It was hard …. 

Veronica: and it was something new and different for the staff.

Catherine: You can’t know how things will turn out. It was important to have 
                  the environment where children could develop their own ideas …

Veronica: and that they are given the time and space to do that.
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Finding Our Feet

Karen: It took a while to get into the project.

Veronica: Once staff realised it was ok and they could do it, it was fine.There 
                is an unknown quantity in something like this. You don’t know  
                where it’s going or what the outcome is going to be. Some staff  
                like to know what is going to happen. But now, through the project,  
                we have moved forward with that.
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Developing Practice

Karen: When we are working with the children, we talk about what’s  
           happened, evaluate it, and we plan from that. We did do that before…

Veronica: But it’s become more established, more deeply embedded. The 
project provided an opportunity for us to work creatively with our practice 
through enquiry and reflection. The collaborative learning of adults was key 
to the success of this project, working closely with Catherine and Robin to 
reflect on children’s responses and learning enabled us to think carefully and 
refine our practice.  
We also had support with documenting learning. By ‘Making Learning Visible’ 
we now record the learning of both children and adults. This focus has 
changed what we put on the walls from displays to fascinating accounts of 
everyone’s learning.  Making learning visible enabled us to show children’s 
interests, staff thinking, why and how they use these interests to respond 
and facilitate further learning. We also capture the child’s voice and that of 
their parents to ensure our thinking is informed by all parties.
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A new school joins ...

St. Thomas’s CE Primary School in Kendal had been very interested in our 
project from the outset, and during the first year Polly Cudby, their new 
reception teacher, had shadowed the work going on in Kendal Nursery 
School. 

Now in our second year it was time for them to join in. Working from 
observation, and developing children’s ideas, was quite new to them as an 
approach. As with many UK primary schools at the moment, they were much 
more familiar with a predefined, task-based curriculum. So their curiosity and 
interest was also mixed with the feeling of taking steps into the unknown: 
how could it work?
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Catherine and Polly began by observing children’s play in the reception class, 
to learn about what was particularly interesting and motivating the children.

One of the things we noticed was an interest in transforming into imaginary 
characters and back. We decided to work with this interest, to find out more 
about the children’s ideas.

Beginnings
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What next?

We took photos of the children on a white 
background, and printed them out so they 
could turn themselves into characters by 
adding to their photo.

This activity was intentionally
open-ended, in order to draw out children’s 
ideas and stories. We knew this would lead 
to new openings and possibilities.

Working in this way can feel both exciting 
and a little scary - as it is
not possible to predict what ideas the 
children will come up with or
which way the project will go. It’s a transformer. He’s changing. 

He’s me now, but he’s changing into 
the transformer.
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A princess - a wedding dress.
(She’s getting married to) a king.

I’m a strong man. I can lift a giant rock 
up, and lift a giant up!
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What happened?

The children were mainly very excited and enthusiastic (some extremely so!)

Some of the stories which were created at this point, which weren’t followed 
up as the project continued, were still remembered at the end of the year 
by the children. It must have been a powerful and memorable experience for 
them.
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Some questions we thought to ask...

How do you feel when you...

Who are your friends?

What are you scared of?

What would happen if you met...?

How do you make sounds?

How do you move?

Do you have any special powers?
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Poppy, Seb, Joseph, Ruby and Annie’s Story
[One day there was a little giant and a little dog]

Poppy: They went to a sandpit. They fell in in the sandpit and bumped 
their heads.

Joseph: A big whale came. The whale jumped out of the water and it 
couldn’t breathe then. It said, “I’M GOING TO EAT YOU!”

Poppy: Then the dog got a bone which made them both fly away.

Seb: It got some bone wings.

Joseph: The whale felt cross. He was getting mad. Then the whale chased 
them all the way to the sea. Then the giant and the dog had to swim to 
the giant’s castle. And the whale CRASHED into the giant’s castle with a 
big BASH. It made a big BANG. All the steam came up from the ground 
and it made a massive hole.
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Seb: The shark was thinking to eat the giant. It saw the little giant and the 
doggie. The shark got them and ate them up!

Annie: The angel flied over the whale and the whale said “hello” to the angel. 
The angel told him he had to get to Bethlehem to see Jesus.

Seb: The shark wanted to eat the angel.

Annie: But the angel was flying very, very high.

Joseph: The whale opened his mouth and the doggie and the little giant made 
him sneeze. Then he blows them out! And then they ride away. The whale is 
getting mad. He chases them all the way to the sea again all the way to the 
giants house and he ate them again!

Ruby: The strong man was able to open the whale’s mouth and the butterfly 
flew into the whale’s stomach. The little dog and the giant and the butterfly 
got out.

Poppy: Then the whale’s teeth fell out!
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Reflections with the adults

The adults discussed what might be behind the children’s choices of character 
and narrative. Here are some of our thoughts:

Princesses

•  Fairytale stories they like often include princesses. Perhaps these tales are    
   familiar and comforting.
•  Often children look for a way to connect. Becoming a princess is an 
    easily-understood role play which can enable this.
•  Attractive characteristics for many children: beautiful, with lovely clothes    
   and jewellery, a beautiful home, friends with other princesses, dancing with  
   the prince.
•  Idealisation, escapism, transformation.
•  Popular media influences many of the characters and characteristics.
•  Princesses can be powerful and magical.

Reflections
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Fierce characters

•  They can do things you’re not allowed to do: biting, killing, shouting, 
    attacking small, sweet obedient characters.
•  They are big, powerful, destroying. They can be in charge.

“A whale. It can eat people… and 
grown ups!”
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Reflections with the children

We know how important it is for children to revisit and reflect on their ideas. 
A week later we shared photographs of children’s creations with the whole 
class. The children who had made pictures all remembered what they had 
been, and were mostly very keen to share their ideas.

Seb, looking at his strong man picture: I can swim up to the giant’s swimming 
pool without even holding my breath.

Joseph, commenting on Seb’s picture: He can even lift up a giant.

Robyn, looking at her princess picture: She’s going to the castle. She’ll meet 
the king.

Robyn, looking at her second picture: I was still being a princess but now I’m 
a mermaid.
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We asked the whole class to think about what they would like to turn into:

Jenson: I want to be an otter swimming in the sea.

Molly May: I want to be an angel because it’s got wings.
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Poppy, Seb, Joseph, Ruby and Annie’s group

Everyone wanted to be something different today to the character they had 
been before.

Joseph: A whale. It can eat people… and grown ups! It lives in the water. 
Sometimes it goes to sleep. It lies down very still. It splashes when it moves.

Seb: I’m a big giant. It’s really big and it has bigger feet. When it 
jumps it can make the whole world crack. Like this! (He did a huge 
jump and stamp.)

Seb’s shark: That’s the spike on its back. It’s not a nice one. It eats 
you if you try to touch it.

Ruby: A strong man and a butterfly. Butterflies are 
beautiful.
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What would happen if the butterfly met the shark?

Seb: It would eat the butterfly. Ruby, your butterfly has a sad face because it’s 
scared of my shark.

Ruby: It’s afraid it’s going to eat it. But this butterfly can fly high in the sky.

Seb: Yes, but this shark can leap up to the sky.

Ruby: Mine can fly to the moon.

Seb: Mine can fly past the moon and go to Mars.

Annie: I’m the angel appeared to Mary. Mary had a 
baby and the angel knows. He goes to tell Mary. In 
the house the angels are peeking out.

Catherine: Is the angel scared of anything?
Annie: No, not even monsters.
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Seb: Are they scared of stamping?

Annie: No, they’re not even scared of your shark.

Poppy: I drawed a doggie. It likes going on grass and water.
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The following week, we experimented with a shadow screen and 
instruments so children could move as their characters
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The session was exciting and energetic. We 
changed the classroom around, bringing in a 
shadow screen, a light and musical instruments.

We worked in particular with the children who had 
created the story the week before, so they could 
become their characters.

We wanted to encourage listening between the 
children and asked them to watch and play for one 
another.
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What next?

By this time various children had come up with a variety of story ideas.
Some of them had begun to experiment with movement and music to portray 
their characters. We decided to introduce the idea of creating a single story, 
and use this as the basis for the rest of the project.

The reason for this was to bring the whole class together around a single 
project idea - and to give us a solid stable foundation from which to work.
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Developing the work
Many children had 
invented their own 
stories, and had used 
music,
movement and visual 
media to explore the 
characters. They had 
begun to reflect on 
their own and each 
others’ thinking.
We were listening 
to and working 
with children’s own 
thinking, and
reflecting together 
about the project 
work...

THE MAGIC BONE
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A new phase

There were lots of loosely-connected story ideas. We wanted to continue by 
bringing children’s ideas together around a central focus. We introduced the 
idea of creating a single story to work with, using the ideas and characters 
they had come up with.

A new story

We asked a group of five interested children to create a joint large-scale 
drawing of story ideas. We had noticed that several of the children’s previous 
stories involved dogs, bones and magic, so we suggested the title “The 
Magic Bone”.  The children were very enthusiastic about the title. They created 
this large drawing and several smaller drawings telling their new story.
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One day there was a magic bone and it belonged to two doggies. They were 
both good doggies and they were friends. They played with the bone - they 
liked throwing it and then one caught it. They jumped over it and it made 
them fly. [When they jumped over it] Florrie’s dog got rainbows coming out of 
her fur and Miley’s dog had butterflies.
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Black rain come from the sky. The bone got wet with the black rain and then it 
stopped it from working. The doggies felt sad.
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One of the doggies took the bone to Skye’s princess. She dropped it into 
her hand. Skye’s princess made it stop raining, then start, then stop, then 
start, then stop! When it was sunny the bone worked. When it’s raining the 
bone stops working. The princess threw the bone back to the doggie and she 
caught it.
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The otter stole the bone! He held onto a balloon and he flew up a waterfall 
and hid the bone at the top. And then he broke it! The angel got the bone and 
then the angel magicked it back together.
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During the following week we shared the story and pictures with the
whole class. We explained that they would be working over the next few 
months in small groups to create music, dance and pictures to tell the story.

Working with the new story

After sharing and discussing the story, we proposed part of it to work on that 
week. We took a group of interested children (usually about 5) to a separate, 
quiet room in school where they could make music and dance, free from 
disturbance. We filmed and photographed what happened.
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Exploring sounds and instruments

In the small group work we wanted children to have plenty of time to explore 
different instruments they could use. In this way they were able to play them 
more consciously, with a better idea of the kinds of sounds they wanted to 
create.
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Creating a film

Each week we worked on different parts of the story, gradually building it up 
into a longer and longer piece. We also worked on the story ending.

Over a few months we created a film of the story using the children’s own 
words, pictures, music and movement. Every child in the class was involved - 
some were keen to be involved as much as possible; others were particularly 
interested in certain elements.
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Sharing and reflecting

At the start of every session we shared with the whole class where the film 
was up to so far, then proposed the part of the story which we could explore 
that day.

We noticed how much the children enjoyed watching their story develop and 
grow, and how they came to know it really well over the weeks.

At the end of each session the group shared back their work with the whole 
class.
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Here is the finished film, which the children shared with the school and with 
parents, at special shows.

click to play video
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We could see various themes in the children’s story which seemed to be 
important.

Reflecting on the story

“Goodies” and “Baddies” Magical Powers

Friendship Justice Happy Ending
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Reflecting on the music and movement aspects

The children became more skilled and confident to choose and use musical 
instruments and their voices as the project progressed. They were able to not 
only learn from their own experiences but from seeing what other children 
had learned.

They also became more able 
to listen and respond to one 
another in music and dance, for 
example in the part of the story 
where the doggies were sad.
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Reflecting on our ways of working

The decision to work with a single focus - the story - helped both the adults 
and children “find their way” in the project. However it was crucial that we 
had not rushed into this. The story had emerged from the initial work of 
listening and working with children’s ideas. The direction of the project had 
taken time to emerge.

The children were very proud of their film and loved sharing it with their 
families and the whole school.
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The children’s recollections and observations

Aimee, commenting on her favourite music: The doggie throwing the bone 
music.

Seb: I’m drawing the drum, I’m drawing the beat.

Annie, watching the film: I’m happy because I’m playing the drum. I like
playing the drum because it makes a big noise.

James: I was dreaming about the
music.

Annie: I’m playing the glockenspiel
and it’s making a lovely sound.

Chris: I like playing it so everyone can
join in.
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Skye said the wooden chime 
bar sounded like “twirls.”

Miley: Big sounds and small sounds on the 
drum.
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James’ drum sound picture

Jackson’s wooden chime sound



119

Annie’s “beautiful” chimes music

Scarlett thought the glockenspiel made 
“a little c sound.”
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Miley: It sounds like butterflies.

Scarlett: A little round sound. It’s a little 
bit curly I think!
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Ruby: I wish I could do more.

Catherine: What would you like to do?

Ruby: I would play the violin.

Catherine: Would you like to do more as well Joseph?

Joseph, nodding: Play the guitar. Play the violin.

Norah: Yes - the flute.

Catherine: What about doing more music and stories?

Ruby: Yes, cos I’ve never done that before.

Joseph: I liked playing music with instruments.

If you were going to make up a new story what would be in it?

Joseph: A dinosaur and a whale (He was remembering the very first story 
they had made up at the start of the project.)

Ruby: A rainbow, a butterfly, a fairy, and a bear. And the sea. And a river.
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The whole project is a brilliant lesson in the natural impulses of young 
children to be imaginative creators of meanings made and shared through 
all the ways the body can move and display intentions and feeling, for the 
appreciation of other persons of any age. 
This is the river of human vitality in which culture is carried through the 
generations, based on the inquisitive mind and body of the learner.

As Jerome Bruner says: we are, by nature, story-making creatures who 
wish to share the plot of our life in the word together, and who become 
complementary agents of that adventure. Being graceful morally, acting 
powerful and dangerous, or joyful with kindness; this is the way we explore 
our personality in companionship, building ‘character’. In promoting practice 
with invention a wise teacher has to learn the trick of being attuned with 
younger minds; she knows that the curriculum for education must be co-
authored with the children.

Colwyn Trevarthen

                      Unless you look, you won’t see. 
Karen Langley, Brantfield Nursery School

Last Words
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