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B E C O M I N G  N O M A D I C :
P L A Y F U L  M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T  I N  T H E  A R T  C U R R I C U L U M

I n  ea r l y  ch i ldhood  a r t  educa t ion  c l a s s rooms ,
expe r i ences  fo r  ch i ld ren  tend  to  focus  on  e i the r
p rocess  o r  p roduc t  ( a c t i v i t i e s  des igned  s imp ly  fo r
exp lo ra t ion  and  exp res s ion  o r  ove r -p lanned  and
premed i ta ted  cook ie  cu t te r  p ro jec t s ) .  Howeve r ,  i t  i s
the  space  in  be tween  these  two  po la r i t i e s  tha t  I  ( a s
a  t eache r  and  re sea r che r )  am mos t  i n te res ted  in .  I
be l i eve  tha t  w i th in  th i s  “be tween  space ”
d i cho tomies  o r  t ru ths  can  be  cha l l enged .  We  can
move  beyond  p rocess  v s .  p roduc t ,  f r eedom vs .
s t ruc tu re ,  and  con ten t  v s .  f o rm .  We  can  c rea te
spaces  tha t  a re  mu l t i -d imens iona l  and  p rov ide
ch i ld ren  and  adu l t s  w i th  ways  to  c rea te ,  p l ay ,
th ink ,  exp lo re ,  and  re f l ec t  toge the r  th rough  and
wi th  a r t .  

The  work  tha t  I  w i l l  sha re  w i th  you  today  comes
f rom a  r e sea r ch  p ro jec t  whe re  I  a imed  to  c rea te
th i s  k ind  o f  be tween  space .  Ove r  the  cou r se  o f  t en
weeks ,  I  t augh t  and  engaged  in  r e sea r ch  w i th  a
g roup  o f  f ou r teen  3 ,  4 ,  and  5 -yea r -o ld  ch i ld ren .
Eve ry  Sa tu rday  the  ch i ld ren  came  to  an  a r t  c l a s s
he ld  on  a  un i ve r s i t y  campus  in  the  sou th  wes t
Un i ted  S ta tes .  Fo r  two  and  a  ha l f  hou r s ,  t hey  were
inv i t ed  to  engage  in  a  w ide  va r i e t y  o f  a r t i s t i c
encounte r s  tha t  I  des igned  fo r  them .  A t  i t s  co re ,
th i s  space  was  des igned  to  fo s te r  f r eedom and
exp lo ra t ion .  I t  a imed  to  be  a  p l ace  fo r  ch i ld ren ,  no t
one  where  they  were  ac ted  upon  to  p roduce  a
ce r ta in  k ind  o f  p re -de te rmined  p roduc t  o r  ou t come
(Dah lbe rg  e t  a l . ,  2013 ) .  The  c l a s s room space  and
a r t  educa to r s  w i th in  i t  va lued  mu l t ip le
pe r spec t i ves  and  an  app rec i a t i on  fo r  d i f f e rence ,
poss ib i l i t y ,  f l u id i t y ,  complex i t y ,  and  amb igu i t y
(Dah lbe rg  e t  a l . ,  2013 ) .  

The  expe r i ences  o f f e red  fo r  the  ch i ld ren  were
g rounded  in  a  co - cons t ruc t ion  o f  knowledge  and
iden t i t y ,  o ccu r r ing  “no t  f rom young  ch i ld ren  be ing
taught  bu t  f rom what  ch i ld ren  do  themse lves ,  a s  a
consequence  o f  the i r  a c t i v i t i e s ,  r e l a t i onsh ips ,  and
the  re sou rces  ava i l ab le  to  them”  (Dah lbe rg  e t  a l . ,
2013 ,  pp .  80 -81 ) .  A s  such ,  the  cu r r i cu lum in  p lace
was  deve loped  a longs ide  and  w i th  the  ch i ld ren
ra the r  than  fo r  them .  
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The  ch i ld ren ’ s  i deas  and  in te res t s  gu ided  the
k inds  o f  mate r i a l s ,  a r t i s t s ,  and  expe r i ences
they  engaged  w i th ,  f o s te r ing  the i r  power  and
fo rming  a  t ype  o f  l i ved  (Cah i l l  &  G ibson ,
2012 )  o r  emergen t  cu r r i cu lum .  Ra the r  than
focus ing  on  p rede te rmined  l ea rn ing  ou tcomes ,
a  l i ved  cu r r i cu lum focuses  on  the  “do ing ,
be ing ,  mak ing ,  c rea t ing ,  and  l i v ing  qua l i t i e s
o f  l ea rn ing  expe r i ences ”  ( I rw in  &  Cha lmers ,
2007 ,  p .  179 ) .  W i th in  th i s  l i ved  o r  emergen t
cu r r i cu lum mode l ,  t eache r s  and  ch i ld ren
engage  in  bo th  ac t i ve  exp lo ra t ion  and
c rea t i ve  p roduc t ion ,  w i thou t  “ comple te
ce r ta in t y ”  o f  whe re  i t  m igh t  t ake  them
(Ma lguzz i ,  1993 ,  p .  9 ) .  Th i s  t ype  o f
co l l abo ra t i ve  i nqu i r y  be tween  adu l t s  and
ch i ld ren  beg ins  w i th  an  imag in ing  o f  wha t  i s
poss ib le ,  r a the r  than  beg inn ing  w i th  a  f i na l
end  po in t  i n  m ind ,  a l l ow ing  l ea rn ing
expe r i ences  to  “ emerge  un ique l y  w i th
mate r i a l s ”  (Cah i l l  &  G ibson ,  2012 ,  p .  98 ) .

W i th in  th i s  pa r t i cu la r  a r t  c l a s s room con tex t ,
the  ch i ld ren  began  each  moment  o f  i nqu i r y
th rough  exp lo ra t ion  and  p lay  w i th  mate r i a l s ,
o f f e r ing  them the  t ime  and  space  to  “ exp res s
themse lves  i n  many  l anguages ”  (Dah lbe rg  e t
a l .  2013 ,  p .  81 ) .  I n  th i s  way ,  a r t  becomes  a
fo rm o f  mean ing  mak ing ,  u sed  to  he lp
ch i ld ren  rea l i ze  the i r  thought s  and  ac t i ons ,  t o
fo rm op in ions ,  and  to  engage  in  r e l a t i onsh ips
w i th  o the r  peop le  (Kn igh t ,  2013 ) .  I t  i s  a
p re tex t  f o r  d i a logue  and  in te rac t ion ,  a s  a  way
fo r  ch i ld ren  to  r ep resen t  wha t  they  a l r eady
know and  wha t  they  des i r e  to  know ,  a s  a  way
fo r  u s  to  l ea rn ,  and  a  way  fo r  ch i ld ren  to
commun ica te  the i r  expe r i ences  (Thompson ,
2013 ) .  

The  l i ved  cu r r i cu lum mode l  embraces  the  i dea
ch i ld ren  a re  capab le  o f  cons t ruc t ing
knowledge  th rough  a r t  expe r i ences  tha t  a re
bo th  gu ided  and  spon taneous ;  and  tha t
th rough  a r t ,  ch i l d ren  exh ib i t  mu l t i p le  ways  o f
knowing ,  l ea rn ing ,  and  rep resen t ing  the i r
thought s ,  i deas ,  and  theo r i e s  (Ta r r ,  2008 ) .  

The  i dea  o f  p l ay fu l  mate r i a l  engagement  was
a t  the  co re  o f  the  cu r r i cu la r  mode l  embraced
wi th in  th i s  a r t  p rog ram .  The  phys i ca l
c l a s s room was  thought fu l l y  cu ra ted  to
sugges t  an  openness  o f  poss ib i l i t y  and
in te rac t ion .  D i r ec t l y  to  the  l e f t  upon  en te r ing
was  an  a r r ay  o f  two-d imens iona l  mate r i a l s
o rgan i zed  by  co lo r  –  marke r s ,  co lo red  penc i l s ,
sha rp ie s ,  c r ayons ,  and  cons t ruc t ion  pape r .
Ava i l ab le  i n  the  same  a rea  were  o the r  i t ems
l i ke  ru le r s ,  s c i s so r s ,  ho le  punche r s ,  t ape ,  p ipe
c leane r s ,  and  s tap le r s .  These  mate r i a l s  we re
loca ted  d i r ec t l y  nea r  the  ch i ld ren ’ s
ske t chbooks ,  wh i ch  were  o f ten  the  f i r s t  th ings
they  worked  on  when  they  came  in  i n  the
morn ing .  I n  o the r  a reas  o f  the  room the re
were  a l so  d i f f e ren t  t ypes  and  s i zes  o f  pape r ,
wa te r co lo r s ,  t empera  pa in t ,  and  a  va r i e t y  o f
loose  pa r t s  f o r  the  ch i ld ren  to  use  ( bo th
na tu ra l  and  manmade ) .  

The re  were  a l so  two  ove rhead  p ro jec to r s  and
a  l i gh t  t ab le  w i th in  the  c l a s s room.  These
mate r i a l s  we re  a lways  ava i l ab le  fo r  ch i ld ren
to  use  and  p laced  in  a reas  o f  the  c l a s s room
tha t  we re  access ib le .  I n  add i t i on ,  eve ry
Sa tu rday  morn ing  I  i n t roduced  va r ious
mate r i a l  p rovoca t ions  w i th  new and  un ique
mate r i a l s :  f ab r i c ,  w i re ,  ya rn ,  r ecyc led  ob jec t s ,
c l ay ,  wood ,  ca rdboa rd ,  e t c .  The  ch i ld ren  were
inv i t ed  to  use  these  mate r i a l s  i n  any  way  they
wanted .  A t  some  moments  th i s  r e su l ted  in
was te ,  mess ,  and  chaos ,  wh i l e  a t  o the r
moments  the  r e su l t s  we re  beau t i fu l  and
unexpec ted  c rea t ions ,  and  j oy fu l  mate r i a l
man ipu la t ions .  
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I n  e f fo r t s  to  ma in ta in  a  sense  o f  rou t ine  fo r  the
ch i ld ren ’ s  expe r i ence  in  th i s  p rog ram ,  we  d id
have  some  b road  cu r r i cu la r  s t ruc tu res  i n  p l ace .
When  a r r i v ing ,  the  ch i ld ren  were  i nv i t ed  to
d raw  in  the i r  s ke t chbooks .  These  were
vo lun ta r y  d raw ing  expe r i ences ,  whe re  they
cou ld  c rea te  wha teve r  they  wanted  us ing  the
two-d imens iona l  mate r i a l s  ava i l ab le .  A f te r
abou t  10  m inu tes  I  wou ld  i nv i t e  the  ch i ld ren  to
the  ca rpe t  so  we  cou ld  t a l k  abou t  spec i a l
mate r i a l s  ava i l ab le  fo r  the  day ,  a r t i s t s  I
thought  they  m igh t  be  in te res ted  in ,  o r  sma l l
f i e ld  t r i p s  p l anned .  A f te r  th i s  the  ch i ld ren
cou ld  choose  how they  spen t  the i r  t ime .  Many
wou ld  r e tu rn  to  the  same  mate r i a l s  ove r  and
ove r ,  o r  exp lo re  the  new med ia  ava i l ab le .  Some
wou ld  work  a lone ,  wh i l e  many  worked  toge the r
o r  a longs ide  each  o the r .  The  a r t  educa to r s  (me
and  two  fo rmer  unde rg radua te  s tuden t s  o f
m ine )  wou ld  spend  t ime  w i th  the  ch i ld ren
he lp ing  them,  co l l abo ra t ing  w i th  them,  and
document ing  the i r  work .  

Ove r  the  span  o f  the  t en -week  p rog ram ,  I
wanted  to  no t  on l y  p rov ide  t ime  and  space  fo r
p lay  and  mate r i a l  engagement ,  bu t  a l so
in t roduce  s tuden t s  to  con tempora ry  and
h i s to r i ca l  a r twork .  Du r ing  ou r  morn ing  ca rpe t
meet ings ,  I  wou ld  somet imes  show l a rge
p ro jec t i ons  o f  a r twork  fo r  u s  to  d i s cuss .  We
looked  a t  the  l and  a r t  o f  Andy  Go ldswor thy  and
R i cha rd  Sch i l l i ng ,  the  sound  su i t s  c rea ted  by
N ick  Cave ,  and  p r in t s  by  J o se  Posada .  We
d i s cussed  these  a r tworks  us ing  d i a logue  and
conve r sa t ion  s t r a teg ie s .  Fo l low ing  these  l a rge
g roup  p resen ta t ions  the re  were  o f ten
inv i t a t i ons  fo r  the  ch i ld ren  based  upon  themes ,
sub jec t  mat te r ,  o r  mate r i a l s  f ound  w i th in  the
a r twork  d i s cussed .  The  ch i ld ren  had  the  cho i ce
whethe r  to  engage  w i th  these  inv i t a t i ons  o r
no t .  

Somet imes  the  work  o f  a r t i s t s  was  sha red  more
sub t l y  and  in te r spe r sed  th roughout  the
c la s s room space .  A longs ide  an  inv i t a t i on  to
c rea te  and  bu i ld  w i th  w i re  we re  some  p r in ted
examples  o f  P i cas so  and  Ca lde r ’ s  work .  Upon
not i c ing  the  ch i ld ren ’ s  i n te res t  i n  cas t l e s ,  I
hung  some  examples  o f  ca s t l e  pa in t ings  a round
the  room.  These  were  sma l l e r  i n t roduc t ions  to
a r t ,  meant  to  qu ie t l y  i n sp i r e  o r  p rovoke
in te res t .  Add i t i ona l l y ,  t he  p rog ram a l so
invo lved  two  v i s i t s  to  ou r  Un ive r s i t y  a r t
museum.  Du r ing  these  v i s i t s  the  ch i ld ren  took
photog raphs  o f  work  they  l i ked ,  c rea ted
d rawings ,  p l ayed  games  us ing  ce r t a in  a r tworks
as  s t a r t i ng  po in t s ,  and  embraced  embod ied
expe r i ences  –  pos ing  a s  f i gu res  they  found  in
pa in t ings ,  l a y ing  on  the  f l oo r  to  a l t e r  the i r
v i ew ,  wa lked  a round  f i nd ing  works  tha t  exc i t ed
them,  and  s imp ly  t a l ked  abou t  wha t  they  were
see ing .  

One  o f  the  l a rge r  goa l s  o f  th i s  p rog ram –  and
my  work  w i th  young  peop le  b road ly  –  was  to
ques t ion  how we  can  c rea te  more  equa l i zed
and/o r  e th i ca l  i n te rac t i ons  w i th  ch i ld ren .  I n
add i t i on  to  embrac ing  the  l i v ing  cu r r i cu la r
mode l  a s  we l l  a s  p l ay fu l  mate r i a l  engagement ,  I
wan t  to  b r i e f l y  sha re  one  o the r  i dea  today  -
fo s te r ing  spaces  fo r  ch i ld ren  to  sha re  the i r
work  on  te rms  they  he lp  to  c rea te .
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The  cu lmina t ion  o f  these  a r t  c l a s ses  was  a
pub l i c  exh ib i t i on  o f  the  ch i ld ren ’ s  a r twork ,  a s
we l l  a s  an  open ing  recep t ion  fo r  the
exh ib i t i on .  Th i s  exh ib i t i on  was  concep tua l i zed
as  a  co - cu ra to r i a l  p rocess .  The  ch i ld ren
pa r t i c ipa ted  in  the  se lec t i on  o f  the  a r twork  to
show ( somet imes  se lec t ing  work  to  show on
the i r  own  and  somet imes  in  co l l abo ra t ion  w i th
me ) ,  t hey  dec ided  and  vo ted  on  the  t i t l e  o f
the  exh ib i t i on ,  and  they  

made  cu ra to r i a l  cho i ces  abou t  how the i r  work
shou ld  be  shown  phys i ca l l y .  Add i t i ona l l y ,
some  o f  the  ch i ld ren  reco rded  aud io
s ta tements  abou t  the i r  work  tha t  we re
d i sp layed  nex t  to  the  app rop r i a te  p i eces
th rough  QR  codes .  The  na tu re  o f  co l l abo ra t ing
wi th  the  ch i ld ren  to  make  dec i s ions  abou t  the
exh ib i t i on  c rea ted  a  show tha t  was  con t ro l l ed ,
i n  pa r t ,  by  the  ch i ld ren  themse lves .  They
sha red  the  a r twork  they  l i ked  the  mos t  ( o r
were  the  p roudes t  o f )  on  t e rms  tha t  they
he lped  to  c rea te .

On  ou r  f i na l  Sa tu rday  c l a s s ,  we  wa lked  to  the
ga l l e r y  toge the r .  A l l  t he  se lec ted  work  was
the re ,  f r amed  bu t  l ay ing  on  the  g round  no t  ye t
on  the  wa l l s .  The  ch i ld ren  moved  a round
s lowly ,  weav ing  in  and  ou t  o f  the  a r tworks
tha t  l ay  f r amed  on  the  f l oo r  ( see  F igu re  27 ) .
Ca re fu l l y ,  t hey  sea r ched  fo r  the i r  own  a r twork ,
ca l l i ng  ou t  to  me  o r  f r i ends  a s  they  found
p ieces  tha t  they  had  bo th  c rea ted  and  chosen
fo r  d i sp lay .  

Work ing  w i th  sma l l  g roups  o f  ch i ld ren  a t  a
t ime ,  I  i nv i t ed  them to  th ink  abou t  whe re  they
wi shed  the i r  own  a r twork  wou ld  hang  o r  s i t  i n
the  ga l l e r y .  They  p i cked  the i r  f r amed  p ieces
up  ca re fu l l y  and  made  cho i ces  abou t  wha t
the i r  exh ib i t i on  shou ld  look  l i ke .  The  ch i ld ren
re l i shed  in  th i s  power ,  somet imes
spontaneous l y  and  somet imes  more
thought fu l l y .  Some  o f  them made  cho i ces  to
d i sp lay  a l l  t he i r  own  work  i n  one  p lace ,
sepa ra te  the i r  work  th roughout  the  ga l l e r y ,
and  how p ieces  shou ld  hang  ( s i de  by  s ide  o r
one  on  top  o f  ano the r ) .  

Pub l i c  exh ib i t i ons  o f  ch i ld ren ’ s  a r t
commun ica te  to  bo th  the  ch i ld ren  invo lved
and  the  commun i t y  a t  l a rge  tha t  the  ch i ld ren ’ s
a r t  and  i deas  a re  impor tan t  and  va lued .  I t
shows  tha t  they  have  a  po in t  o f  v i ew  to  sha re
and  tha t  we  ( a s  adu l t s  and  educa to r s )  ca re
about  the i r  pe r spec t i ves .  Add i t i ona l l y ,  sha r ing
ch i ld ren ’ s  work  a l so  he lps  to  cha l l enge  long
he ld  i deas  abou t  wha t  ch i ld ren  a re  capab le  o f ,
he lp ing  to  c rea te  a  s t rong  and  competen t
image  o f  ch i ld ren .  O f fe r ing  ch i ld ren  the
oppor tun i t y  to  be  invo lved  in  the  c rea t ion  o f
an  exh ib i t i on  pushes  these  i deas  even  fu r the r ,
encou rag ing  them to  make  cho i ces  abou t  how
peop le  see  the i r  a r twork  and  pos i t i on ing  them
as  a r t i s t s .  

S H A N A  C I N Q U E M A N I  -  B E C O M I N G  N O M A D I C                                                                                                                                                  5



M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  M A K I N G  M A R K S  O N
N A T U R E  

M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  

M A K I N G  M A R K S  O N  N A T U R E
Whi le  p l ann ing  th i s  p rog ram ,  I  knew tha t  I  wan ted  to
f ind  a  way  to  “ t each ”  tha t  wou ld  inhe ren t l y  cha l l enge
the  t r ad i t i ona l  ea r l y  ch i ldhood  a r t  expe r i ences  tha t
were  usua l l y  o f f e red  to  ch i ld ren .  One  o f  the  methods
tha t  I  emp loyed  to  d i r ec t l y  engage  in  th i s  was  to
ga the r  the  ch i ld ren  toge the r  du r ing  ou r  f i r s t  c l a s s
and  a sk  them what  k inds  o f  a r t  expe r i ences  they
wi shed  to  have .  Du r ing  th i s  mee t ing  A lex  r ep l i ed  tha t
he  rea l l y  wanted  to  make  a r t  ou t s ide .  Many  o f  the
o the r  ch i ld ren  ag reed ,  and  so  fo r  ou r  second  c l a s s  I
came  up  w i th  some  ideas  abou t  how the  ch i ld ren
migh t  engage  in  th i s  “make  a r t  ou t s ide ”  expe r i ence .  

I  sha red  the  l and  a r t  o f  Andy  Go ldswor thy  and
R i cha rd  Sh i l l i ng  w i th  them be fo re  we  moved  ou t s ide ,
th ink ing  tha t  th i s  m igh t  i n sp i r e  c rea t ion  w i th  na tu ra l
mate r i a l s .  Ye t  the re  was  no  fo rma l  l e s son  p lanned
nor  any  t ype  o f  r equ i red  mak ing .  Toge the r  ( ch i ld ren
and  adu l t s ) ,  we  ca r r i ed  va r ious  a r t  mak ing  mate r i a l s
ou t  to  the  cou r t ya rd .  We  b rought  na tu ra l  mate r i a l s  a s
we l l  a s  more  t r ad i t i ona l  ones  –  s t i c k s ,  r ocks ,  l eaves ,
p inecones ,  pape r ,  s t r i ng ,  wa te r co lo r s ,  ma rke r s ,  e t c .
Some  o f  the  ch i ld ren  even  se lec ted  the i r  own
mate r i a l s  to  b r ing  ou t s ide  –  th ings  tha t  they  r ea l l y
wanted  to  use  i n  mak ing ,  such  a s  p ipe  c l eane r s .  Some
of  the  ch i ld ren  were  i n sp i r ed  by  the  a r t i s t s  tha t  I  had
sha red  and  se t  to  work  c rea t ing  an ima l  houses  w i th
na tu ra l  mate r i a l s .  

E l i s sa  began  he r  ou tdoo r  a r tmak ing  expe r i ence  w i th  a
s t rong  dec la ra t i on  o f  “ I ’m  go ing  to  pa in t  the  t r ee . ”
She  marched  ove r  to  one  o f  the  l a rge  t r ees  i n  the
cou r t ya rd  w i th  a  pa in tb rush  fu l l  o f  wa te r co lo r  i n
hand .  A f te r  the  i n i t i a l  marks  had  been  made ,  b reak ing
the  conven t iona l  c l a s s room cus tom o f  pa in t ing  on l y
on  pape r ,  o the r  ch i ld ren  j o ined  in .  Soon  the re  were  a t
l eas t  th ree  o the r  ch i ld ren  who  a l l  worked  a longs ide
E l i s sa  i n  he r  t a sk  o f  pa in t ing  the  t r ee .  

“ I ’ M  G O I N G  T O  P A I N T  T H E  T R E E "
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Dan ie l l e  and  John  seemed  in sp i red  by  the  i dea
o f  pa in t ing  on  a  new and  unconven t iona l
mate r i a l .  Ra the r  than  j o in  i n  the  t r ee  pa in t ing ,
they  embarked  on  a  d i f f e ren t  rou te  o f  “pa in t ing
rocks ” .  Fo r  them,  th i s  was  p r imar i l y  a  t ac t i l e
and  senso ry  expe r i ence ,  r e su l t i ng  in  the
d ropp ing  o f  sma l l  r ocks  i n to  j a r s  o f  wa te r  tha t
were  t i n ted  w i th  wa te r co lo r  ( see  F igu re  8 ) .
Th i s  was ,  c l ea r l y ,  how you  pa in ted  rocks .  O the r
ch i ld ren  j o ined  a long  and  began  pa in t ing
p inecones  a s  we l l .  

Hav ing  obse rved  the  ch i ld ren ’ s  des i r e  to  pa in t
on  na tu ra l  mate r i a l s ,  du r ing  ou r  th i rd  c l a s s  I
o f f e red  them the  oppor tun i t y  to  pa in t  on
th ings  f rom na tu re  i n s ide  the  c l a s s room.  I
p roposed  th i s  p ro jec t  to  the  ch i ld ren  a t  the
end  o f  ou r  second  c l a s s ,  a f t e r  wa tch ing  them
pa in t  rocks  and  t r ees ,  and  many  o f  them were
ve ry  exc i t ed  abou t  th i s  p rospec t .  So  the  nex t
week  I  o f f e red  the  ch i ld ren  p ieces  o f  ba rk ,
s t i c k s ,  p inecones ,  and  rocks  ( bo th  l a rge  and
sma l l ) ,  a s  we l l  a s  pa in t ing  mate r i a l s  -  pa l l e t s
w i th  pa in t ,  b rushes ,  and  sma l l  j a r s  o f  wa te r  to
wash  the i r  b rushes .  Though  the re  was  no  d i r ec t
in s t ruc t ion ,  the  na tu ra l  mate r i a l s  we re  o f f e red
in  l i eu  o f  pape r  a s  an  inv i t a t i on  to  c rea te  us ing
on ly  the  mate r i a l s  p rov ided .  J ohn  and  Dan ie l l e ,
see ing  some  o f  the  same  mate r i a l s  they  had
en joyed  so  much  l a s t  week  ( the  j a r s  o f  wa te r
and  sma l l  r ocks )  go t  to  work  c rea t ing  in  the
same  manner  –  they  pu t  rock  a f t e r  rock  i n to
the  sma l l  j a r s  o f  wa te r  un t i l  t hey  began  to
ove r f l ow ,  sp i l l i ng  wa te r  a l l  ove r  the  t ab le  and
the  f l oo r  ( see  F igu re  8 ) .  Wh i l e  i t  was  c l ea r l y
my  in ten t  tha t  the re  was  no  s ing le  way  to
exp lo re  these  mate r i a l s ,  t h i s  was  no t  exac t l y
what  I  had  in  m ind .  Fo r  sa fe t y  r easons ,  I  f e l t
the  need  to  i n te rvene  a t  th i s  po in t .  I  was
wor r i ed  abou t  ch i ld ren  s l i pp ing  on  the  wa te r
on  the  f l oo r ,  so  I  s topped  Dan ie l l e  and  John
f rom “pa in t ing ”  any  more  rocks ,  and  c l eaned  up
the  mess  they  had  made .

In  each  c l a s s  ses s ion  I  con t inued  the  p rac t i ce
o f  engag ing  in  conve r sa t ion  w i th  the  ch i ld ren
about  th ings  tha t  they  were  i n te res ted  in ,  and
then  a t tempted  to  b r ing  these  e lements  back
in to  the  c l a s s room th rough  va r ious
p rovoca t ions  o r  i nv i t a t i ons .  A  f ew  o f  the  young
g i r l s  exp res sed  an  in te res t  i n  f l ower s ,  so  I
b rought  some  in to  c l a s s  du r ing  ou r  fou r th
meet ing  to  ex tend  th i s  i nqu i r y .  I  o f f e red  two
sma l l  bouque t s  o f  f l ower s  on  the  l i gh t  t ab le ,
a longs ide  magn i f y ing  g la s ses ,  pa in t ing
mate r i a l s ,  and  pape r .  Two  ch i ld ren  engaged
wi th  th i s  oppo r tun i t y  -  Be th  and  Dan ie l l e .  Be th
pa r t i c ipa ted  in  a  ve r y  t r ad i t i ona l  way ,  the  way
I  had  o r ig ina l l y  imag ined .  She  c rea ted  two
obse rva t iona l  pa in t ings  –  one  o f  each  bouque t .
Dan ie l l e ,  howeve r ,  i n te rac ted  w i th  these
mate r i a l s  i n  a  l e s s  conven t iona l  manne r .
Engag ing  once  aga in  i n  a  more  senso ry  and
tac t i l e  expe r i ence ,  she  used  the  pa in t  and
b rushes  ava i l ab le  to  pa in t  on  the  f l ower s
themse lves .  She  c rea ted  no  a r t  p roduc t  pe r  se ,
bu t  more  so  used  the  mate r i a l s  ava i l ab le  to
pa r t i c ipa te  i n  a  c rea t i ve  expe r i ence ,
cha l l eng ing  the  e s tab l i shed  i deas  tha t  bo th
Be th  and  I  had  abou t  the  p rovoca t ion  i t se l f .
The  pa in t ing  o f  t r ees ,  r ocks ,  and  f l ower s ,  a t
the i r  co re ,  i nhe ren t l y  con f ron t  e s tab l i shed
norms  abou t  behav io r  w i th in  an  a r t  educa t iona l
space ,  wh i l e  a t  the  same  t ime  worked  to  r e j ec t
t r ad i t i ona l  bounda r i e s  o f  mate r i a l s  and  the i r
app rop r i a te  uses .
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On ou r  second  Sa tu rday  I  o f f e red  the  ch i ld ren
the  chance  to  engage  w i th  co lo r  m ix ing .  They
were  g i ven  some  sma l l  cups  fu l l  o f  r ed ,  b lue ,
ye l low ,  and  wh i te  pa in t  a long  w i th  empty
pa l l e t s ,  b rushes ,  and  b lank  wh i te  pape r .  I
encou raged  them to  expe r iment  w i th  m ix ing
d i f f e ren t  co lo r s  o f  pa in t  toge the r  to  see  wha t
new co lo r s  they  cou ld  make .  Th i s  was  a  messy
endeavo r  bu t  f o r  the  mos t  pa r t  the  ch i ld ren
work ing  a t  th i s  t ab le  kep t  the i r  pa in t  to  the i r
pa l l e t s  and  pa in ted  images  w i th  the i r  new
co lo r s .  

I n  con t ra s t ,  A lex  des i r ed  to  embrace  th i s
ac t i v i t y  w i th  a  g rea te r  sense  o f  f l u id i t y  and
p lay fu lness .  He  used  h i s  hands  and  f i nge r s  to
mix  the  pa in t  toge the r  on  the  pape r  i t se l f ,
bypass ing  the  pa l l e t  and  even tua l l y  ex tend ing
beyond  the  pape r  on to  the  t ab le .  He  c rea ted  a
r i ch  b rown  co lo r  i n  the  p rocess .  He  used  h i s
f i nge r s  to  man ipu la te  the  pa in t ,  t ak ing  i t  ou t  o f
the  cups  and  then  push ing /pu l l i ng  i t  a l l  ove r
the  pape r  and  t ab le .  Ra the r  than  us ing  the
pa in tb rushes ,  he  used  the  pa in t  cups
themse lves  to  make  marks  i n  the  pa in t .  

Be th  was  work ing  nex t  to  A lex  and  had  a l r eady
mixed  some  love l y  shades  o f  p ink  tha t  she  used
to  pa in t  a  p i c tu re  o f  two  g i r l s  ou tdoo r s .
Howeve r ,  mos t  l i ke l y  i n sp i r ed  by  A lex ’ s
non t rad i t i ona l  u se  o f  the  mate r i a l s ,  she  a l so
began  to  exp lo re  the  pa in t  w i th  he r  hands .
Us ing  the  b rush  she  added  some  co lo r  to  the
tab le  (wh i ch  was  cove red  w i th  a  b l ack  p la s t i c
shee t )  and  began  to  use  he r  f i nge r s  to  m ix  i t
a round .  She  then  used  the  b rush  to  add  pa in t  to
he r  hands  themse lves ,  r e j ec t ing  the  pa l l e t ,  t he
pape r ,  and  the  t ab le .  

Wh i l e  pa in t  i s  no t  no rma l l y  pe r ce i ved  a s  a
loose  pa r t ,  i t  c an  become  one  when  used  in
exp lo ra t ion .  Th i s  can  happen  when  the

c la s s room i s  i nven ted  a s  a  “ l abo ra to ry  t ype
env i ronment  where  they  [ ch i ld ren ]  can
expe r iment ,  en joy ,  and  f i nd  ou t  th ings  fo r
themse lves ”  (N i cho l son ,  1971 ,  p .  31 ) .  Due  to
the  open  na tu re  o f  th i s  c l a s s room,  the  ch i ld ren
fe l t  f r ee  to  use  pa in t  a s  a  t ype  o f  l oose  pa r t ,
no t  f ee l ing  cons t ra ined  by  a  b rush ,  pape r ,  o r
pa l l e t .  They  were  ab le  to  i nven t  r a the r  than
fo l low  d i r ec t i ons .  “ Improv i sa t ion  w i th in
accep ted  conven t ions  i s ,  o f  cou r se ,  one  o f  the
fea tu res  o f  c rea t i ve  ac t i v i t y  i n  a r t ”  ( E i sne r ,
1990 ,  p .  46 ) .  Bo th  A lex  and  Be th  r e j ec ted  us ing
the  pa in t  i n  a  conven t iona l  way ,  choos ing
ins tead  to  i nven t  the i r  own  pa in t ing  p rocess .  I t
i s  th i s  qua l i t y  o f  i nven t ion  tha t  l oose  pa r t s
possess ,  and  wha t  a l l ows  the  pa in t  to  ac t  a s
such .  As  Szeke l y  ( 2015 )  no tes ,  “ p l ay  w i th
in te res t ing  ob jec t s  o f  a l l  k inds  s t imu la tes
c rea t i ve  th ink ing  fo r  a l l  ages .  Fo rms  and  toys
tha t  a re  open  and  l eas t  s t ruc tu red  con t r i bu te
the  mos t  oppo r tun i t i e s  to  i nnova te ”  ( p .  16 ) .

M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  

T H E  P O S S I B I L I T I E S  O F  P A I N T
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Al though  i t  was  my  agenda  to  encou rage  p lay
and  exp lo ra t ion  o f  mate r i a l s ,  t he  ch i ld ren
o f ten  pushed  me  to  and  beyond  my  comfo r t
l eve l s .  On  the  seven th  Sa tu rday  o f  c l a s s  I  s tood
nea r  Ben  a s  he  app roached  one  o f  the  two
pa in t ing  ease l s  i n  the  room .  They  had  sma l l
j a r s  o f  t empera  pa in t  i n  f ron t  o f  them a long
wi th  b rushes  and  wate r ,  and  pape r  i n  p l ace .
They  were  r eady  fo r  u se .  Ben ’ s  i n te res t
howeve r  was  i n  m ix ing  the  pa in t ,  and  no t  on
the  pape r .  He  pou red  the  pa in t  f rom one  j a r
d i r ec t l y  i n to  ano the r  r a the r  than  mix  on  a
pa l l e t  o r  the  pape r .  Th i s  was  ce r t a in l y  no t  my
in ten t ion  and  the  t ens ion  in  me  rose  a s  the
co lo r s  became  mudd ied  and  mixed .  Bu t  I  d id
no t  s top  h im  f rom mix ing  in  th i s  way .  As
Szeke l y  ( 2015 )  no tes ,  adu l t s  m igh t  want  to
recogn i ze  tha t  i n  p l ay ,  they  do  no t  have  to  be
in  cha rge .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  m igh t  be  use fu l  to  th ink  o f
the  ch i ld  a s  the  l eade r  and  the  adu l t  a s  the
fo l lower ,  whe re  the  adu l t  t akes  d i r ec t i on  and
cues  i n  o rde r  to  become  more  f ami l i a r  and
comfo r tab le  w i th  p lay .  ( p .  20 ) .  Ben  was  no t
on ly  th ink ing  abou t  how to  c rea te  new co lo r s
( a s  he  add i t i ona l l y  sa id ) ,  bu t  a l so  cons ide r ing
the  way  tha t  the  pa in t  d r ip s  f rom the  j a r s ,  how
i t  l ooks  a s  i t  b l ends  toge the r ,  and  wha t
happens  when  you  mix  l a rge  amounts  o f  pa in t
toge the r .  

Though  I  was  f ru s t r a ted  by  wha t  I  cons ide red
to  be  the  ru in ing  o f  my  pu re  j a r s  o f  pa in t ,  I
r ema ined  by  h i s  s i de  du r ing  th i s  exp lo ra t ion
and  go t  h im  the  mate r i a l s  he  needed  ( empty
j a r s )  t o  fu r the r  h i s  i nves t iga t ion  o f  co lo r
mix ing  and  pou r ing .  Th i s  r e l ease  o f  con t ro l  i s
impor tan t  to  fo s te r ing  p lay ,  e spec i a l l y  i n  an
a r tmak ing  con tex t ,  wh i ch  t r ad i t i ona l l y  t ends  to
be  f a i r l y  s t ruc tu red .  

P l aywork  theo ry  pu t s  the  ch i ld ren ’ s  p l ay  a t  the
fo re f ron t  and  t r i e s  to  encou rage  the  adu l t
p layworke r s  to  fo l l ow  ra the r  than  l ead .  Ba l ke
(1997 )  pos i t s  tha t  i n  moments  o f  p l ay ,  adu l t s ’
w i shes  may  no t  be  wha t  i s  mos t  impor tan t  f o r
the  ch i ld  a t  the  moment ,  howeve r ,  and  the
ch i ld ’ s  p re fe r red  ac t i v i t y  may  l ead  to  more
lea rn ing  than  wou ld  a  s t ruc tu red  l ea rn ing
env i ronment .  I t  i s  a  ques t ion  o f  t im ing :  who  i s
domina t ing  the  t ime  and  space  made  ava i l ab le
fo r  the  ch i ld .  ( p .  357 )  Th i s  i dea  a sks  us  to
ca re fu l l y  cons ide r  wha t  i t  i s  we  a re  hop ing  fo r
ch i ld ren  to  l ea rn  o r  expe r i ence  in  spaces  o f
educa t ion .  Do  we  want  them to  know s imp ly
what  we  want  them to  know?  Or  do  we  want  to
c rea te  spaces  where  they  expe r iment  and  p lay
in  o rde r  to  d i s cove r  wha t  they  themse lves  want
(o r  need )  to  know?  B rune r  ( 1986 )  no tes ,  “ i n
p lay ,  we  t r ans fo rm the  wor ld  acco rd ing  to  ou r
des i r e s ,  wh i l e  i n  l ea rn ing  we  t r ans fo rm
ourse l ves  be t te r  to  con fo rm to  the  s t ruc tu re  o f
the  wor ld ”  ( p .  78 ) .  Th i s  c l a s s room was
t rans fo rmed  by  the  ch i ld ren  r a the r  than  v i ce
ve r sa .

“ I ’ M  J U S T  G O N N A  M A K E  N E W
P A I N T . . . S E E  W H A T  H A P P E N S  W I T H
S O  M U C H .  I ’ V E  N E V E R  T R I E D
T H A T . . . A F T E R  I  P U T  T H E S E  C O L O R S
I N S I D E  H E R E  I ’ L L  M I X  T H E  Y E L L O W
A N D  T H E N  T H I S  B E C A U S E  T H O S E
O N E S  H A V E N ’ T  B E E N  M I X E D … ”
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Dur ing  the  l eng th  o f  th i s  p rog ram the re  were
some  mate r i a l s  tha t  we re  cons tan t l y  ava i l ab le
fo r  the  ch i ld ren  to  work  w i th .  Among  those
were  two  o ld  ove rhead  p ro jec to r s .
Accompany ing  these  p ro jec to r s  we re  va r ious
so l id ,  t r anspa ren t ,  and  t r ans lucen t  l oose  pa r t s ;
t r anspa rency  images  o f  th ings  the  ch i ld ren
exp ressed  in te res t  i n  ( such  a s  cas t l e s ,
vo l canoes ,  r a inbows ,  and  unde rwate r  an ima l s )
and  th ings  I  had  o f f e red  ( such  a s  dese r t  s cenes
and  cac t i ) ;  a s  we l l  a s  b l ank  t r anspa rency  shee t s
tha t  cou ld  be  d rawn  on .  

These  p ro jec to r s  we re  a  cons tan t  sou rce  o f
in te rac t ion  among  the  ch i ld ren ,  and  mos t  o f ten
they  used  these  mate r i a l s  a s  I  had  a s sumed
they  wou ld .  They  p laced  mate r i a l s  on  the
p ro jec to r s  tha t  c rea ted  impermanent  des igns ,
i n te rac ted  w i th  the  p ro jec t i ons  on  the  wa l l
phys i ca l l y ,  and  even  took  pho tog raphs  o f  the i r
work .  Howeve r ,  t he  open  ended  na tu re  o f  the
mate r i a l s  and  the  l a ck  o f  d i r ec t  i n s t ruc t ion  on
how they  shou ld / cou ld  be  used  d id  open  up
poss ib i l i t i e s  f o r  the  ch i ld ren  to  deve lop  the i r
own  ideas  abou t  wha t  they  cou ld  c rea te  w i th
what  they  were  o f f e red .

On  the  second  day  o f  W i ldca t  A r t ,  Sau l  began  to
spend  t ime  w i th  the  ove rhead  p ro jec to r s  and
spec i f i ca l l y  the  image  t r anspa renc ie s  tha t
accompan ied  them .  Amanda  no ted  h im  s i t t i ng
on  the  f l oo r  i n  f ron t  o f  one  o f  the  p ro jec to r s
w i th  some  o f  the  image  t r anspa renc ie s
a longs ide  h im .  A f te r  pu t t ing  a  cas t l e  image  on
the  p ro jec to r ,  he  p roc la imed ,  “ Look  you  can  see
the  cas t l e  up  on  the  wa l l ! ”  He  then  found  a
vo l cano  t r anspa rency  and  pu t  i t  on  top  o f  the
cas t l e  one ,  dec la r ing ,  “ I  made  the  cas t l e  on
f i r e !  I  pu t  the  vo l cano  on  the  cas t l e  and  now i t
i s  on  f i r e ! ”  A t  the  ve ry  end  o f  c l a s s ,  w i th  h i s
mothe r  impa t i en t l y  wa i t i ng ,  Sau l  ex tended  th i s  

M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  

P R O J E C T O R  S T O R I E S

S H A N A  C I N Q U E M A N I  -  B E C O M I N G  N O M A D I C                                                                                                                                                 1 0



M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  M A K I N G  M A R K S  O N
N A T U R E  

i n te res t  i n  l aye r ing  the  t r anspa renc ie s  i n to  a
s to r y te l l i ng  expe r i ence .  S t i l l  s i t t i ng  on  the
f loo r ,  he  exp lo red  l aye r ing  a  vo l cano  image
ove r  a  dese r t  l andscape ,  no t ing ,  “ and  f i na l l y
when  someone  was  wa lk ing  ac ros s  the  dese r t
they  r ea l i zed  ‘ huh !  Th i s  dese r t  was  once  a
vo l cano ! ’ ”

Though  I ’ ve  u t i l i zed  these  same  mate r i a l s  w i th
va r ious  ch i ld ren  ove r  the  cou r se  o f  many  yea r s ,
I  had  neve r  obse rved  th i s  t ype  o f  s to r y te l l i ng
be fo re  –  i t  was  no t  someth ing  tha t  I  was
p repa red  fo r .  Howeve r ,  i t  was  someth ing  tha t
was  r epea ted  by  Sau l  a s  we l l  a s  by  Se th
th roughout  W i ldca t  A r t  and  ex tended  in to
v ideo  documenta t ion  a s  we l l .  Du r ing  ou r  th i rd
c l a s s ,  Se th  a sked  me  to  f i lm  a  s to r y  he  had
c rea ted  w i th  the  t r anspa renc ie s .  Employ ing  the
same  techn ique  a s  Sau l ,  he  l aye red  each
t ranspa rency  on  top  o f  ano the r ,  add ing  a  new
one  w i th  each  a r c  o f  the  s to r y  ( see  F igu re  5 ) .

Se th ,  en joy ing  the  expe r i ence  o f  bo th
s to ry te l l i ng  and  us ing  the  p ro jec to r ,  r e to ld  th i s
s to r y  ove r  and  ove r .  Wh i l e  a  f ew  words
changed  each  t ime ,  the  e s sence  o f  h i s  s to r y
rema ined  the  same .  Wh i l e  he  worked ,  he  f aced
away  f rom the  wa l l ,  l ook ing  p r imar i l y  a t  the
p ro jec to r  a s  he  added  each  new image ,
focus ing  on  the  s to r y  a r c s  r a the r  than  the
images  he  was  p ro jec t ing .  

Du r ing  h i s  second  re te l l i ng  o f  the  s to r y ,  wh i ch
was  a l so  be ing  v ideo  reco rded ,  I  dec ided  to
ex tend  Se th ’ s  expe r i ence  by  a sk ing  h im  to
focus  on  the  p ro jec t i on  i t se l f  r a the r  than  the
s to ry .  A s  Se th  moved  each  s ing le  t r anspa rency
o f f  the  p ro jec to r  to  make  the  nex t  image
v i s ib le ,  he  p laced  them down  on  the  f l oo r ,  i n  a
s ing le  l i ne ,  r e f l ec t ing  the  o rde r  o f  the  images
and  thus ,  the  s to r y .  When  ou r  r eco rd ing  was
done ,  I  no ted  h i s  ca re fu l  a r r angement  o f  the
t ranspa renc ie s  and  he  a sked  me  to  t ake  a
pho tog raph  o f  the  l i ne  o f  images .

Bo th  Se th  and  Sau l  en joyed  te l l i ng  s to r i e s  w i th
the  p ro jec to r  images ,  and  bu i l t  o f f  each  o the r ’ s
knowledge  and  expe r i ence  w i th in  th i s  p rocess .
The  chao t i c  na tu re  o f  the  Wi ldca t  A r t  c l a s ses
made  i t  ha rd  to  no te  exac t l y  how these  i deas
were  commun ica ted  among  Sau l  and  Se th ,
howeve r  the  expe r i ences  r eco rded  th rough
c la s s room documenta t ion  he lp  to  c rea te  some
so r t  o f  t ime l ine .  Sau l ’ s  f i r s t  s to r y te l l i ng
encounte r  mos t  l i ke l y  i n sp i r ed  Se th  to  do  the
same ,  and  Se th ’ s  r ea l i za t i on  o f  the  e f f ec t s  o f
l aye r ing  d id  no t  go  unnot i ced  by  Sau l .  Du r ing
our  fou r th  c l a s s ,  Sau l  c rea ted  ano the r  s to r y
w i th  the  images ,  th i s  t ime  re j ec t ing  the
laye r ing  techn ique  and  t ak ing  up  Se th ’ s
p rocess  o f  mov ing  each  t r anspa rency  a s ide  a s
the  s to r y  un fo lded .
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M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  M A K I N G  M A R K S  O N
N A T U R E  

E lements  o f  s to r y te l l i ng  were  a l so  ve ry
p reva len t  w i th in  th i s  c l a s s room.  Though  they
were  no t  spec i f i ca l l y  a sked  to ,  the  ch i ld ren
o f ten  used  the  va r ious  mate r i a l s  i n  the
c la s s room to  engage  in  e l abo ra te  p lay  and
s to ry te l l i ng .  Sau l  i n  pa r t i cu la r  had  a  pass ion
fo r  th i s !  He  wou ld  work ,  s i l en t  and  ded i ca ted ,
on  s to r i e s  i n  h i s  s ke t chbook .  Somet imes  h i s
s to r i e s  we re  encapsu la ted  in  a  s ing le  page ,
wh i l e  o the r s  spanned  seve ra l  pages .  Sau l
wou ld  f r equent l y  pu l l  the  t eache r s  i n  the  c l a s s
as ide  to  sha re  h i s  s to r i e s .  We  wou ld  o f ten  a sk
to  pho tog raph  h i s  d raw ings ,  and  even tua l l y
th i s  p rog res sed  in to  Sau l  a sk ing  us  to  f i lm  h im
sha r ing  h i s  s to r i e s .  He  wou ld  show h i s  d raw ing
and  na r ra te  the  s to r y  fo r  d ig i t a l
documenta t ion ,  a lways  a sk ing  to  v i ew  the
v ideo  once  i t  was  comple te .

M A T E R I A L  E N G A G E M E N T
N A R R A T I V E :  S T O R Y T E L L I N G  +  

A  W I R E  A N I M A L  B A T T L E
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Ch i ld ren  can  rea l l y  on l y  t ru l y  p l ay  and  be
c rea t i ve  when  they  have  a  space  tha t  i s  open
to  the i r  needs ,  i n te res t s ,  and  des i r e s  a s  we l l  a s
mate r i a l s  to  man ipu la te .  N i cho l son  (1971 )
a rgues  tha t  “ i n  any  env i ronment ,  bo th  the
deg ree  o f  i nven t i veness  and  c rea t i v i t y ,  and  the
poss ib i l i t y  o f  d i s cove ry ,  a re  d i r ec t l y
p ropo r t i ona l  to  the  number  and  k ind  o f
va r i ab les  i n  i t ”  ( p .  30 ) .  He  pos i t s  tha t  the re  i s  a
d i r ec t  co r re l a t i on  be tween  c rea t i v i t y  and  the
inc lus ion  o f  l oose  pa r t s  i n  p l ay  spaces .

I n  th i s  p rog ram the  ch i ld ren  p layed  w i th
mate r i a l s  and  exp lo red  wha t  they  were  capab le
o f  i n  ways  tha t  I  hadn ’ t  imag ined .  Somet imes
the i r  work  was  abou t  p rocess .  Sau l ’ s  w i re
an ima l s  se rve  a s  one  example .  He  spen t
s ign i f i can t  t ime  w i th  J e s s i ca  c rea t ing  them,  bu t
a t  the  end  was  happy  to  ba l l  them up  in to
va r ious  w i re  mounds .  Wh i l e  the  v ideo  o f  the
an ima l ’ s  i n te rac t i ons  r ema ins  ( and  pe rhaps  was
the  p roduc t  he  was  mos t  i n te res ted  in ) ,  t he
wi re  s cu lp tu res  themse lves  were  s imp ly
des t royed .  

The  oppor tun i t i e s  to  engage  in  bo th  p rocess
and  p roduc t  o r i en ta ted  a r tmak ing  expe r i ences
commun ica ted  to  the  ch i ld ren  tha t  the i r
expe r i ence  p lay ing  w i th  mate r i a l s  was  j u s t  a s
impor tan t  a s  wha t  they  a re  ab le  to  make .  When
they  spen t  t ime  l ea rn ing  the  l anguage  o f
med ia ,  they  seemed  to  f ee l  more  comfo r tab le
man ipu la t ing  tha t  med ia  i n  o rde r  to
commun ica te  the i r  i deas .  Th i s  i s  power fu l
because  i t  pos i t i ons  them as  knowledge
ho lde r s  who  have  impor tan t  th ings  to  say  and
a re  capab le  o f  commun ica t ing  these  th ings  i n
in te res t ing  ways .

One  morn ing ,  he  spen t  a  l ong  t ime  c rea t ing
fou r  d i f f e ren t  an ima l  s cu lp tu res  ou t  o f  w i re .
H i s  cons t ruc t ion  o f  these  an ima l s  occu r red
a longs ide  J e s s i ca  ( one  o f  the  a r t  t eache r s ) ,  who
sa t  w i th  h im  du r ing  the  who le  p rocess .  She
c rea ted  pho tog raphs  and  v ideos  o f  h i s  a r t i s t i c
p rocess ,  and  then  he  reques ted  tha t  she  t ake  a
v ideo  o f  the  an ima l  f i gh t .

J e s s i ca  r e f l ec t s  tha t ,  “The re  was  a  l o t  o f
p rob lem so lv ing  wh i l e  mak ing  these  an ima l s
and  Sau l  t a l ked  ou t  l oud  wh i l e  th ink ing  o f  the
poss ib i l i t i e s  and  p rocesses .  Fo r  the  e lephan t
he  to ld  me  to  do  the  f ee t ,  I  sugges ted  he  do
the  f ee t  and  he  sa id ,  “ l e t ’ s  bo th  do  the  f ee t ”
and  we  each  took  one  to  work  on .  A f te r  a l l  o f
the  c rea tu res  we re  f i n i shed  the re  was  a  f i gh t
be tween  them and  he  wanted  me  to  r eco rd  i t ;
t he  g i r a f f e  was  the  on l y  su rv i vo r…Af te rwards
he  wanted  to  wa tch  the  v ideo .  “Tha t  was  fun . ”
He  smashed  the  r ema in ing  c rea tu res  up  even
more  bu t  ag reed  to  l e t  u s  keep  the  g i r a f f e  fo r
the  a r t  show desp i te  i n i t i a l l y  want ing  to  t ake
i t  home  to  show h i s  mom and  dad .  “Now they
look  j u s t  l i ke  one  p iece  o f  w i re  a l l  smashed  up .
They  w i l l  know nex t  t ime . ”
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The  oppor tun i t i e s  f o r  the  ch i ld ren  to  exp lo re  the
poss ib i l i t i e s  o f  mate r i a l s  and  engage  in
a r tmak ing  in sp i r ed  by  the i r  own  ideas  was
poss ib le  because  the  c l a s s room was  cons t ruc ted
as  a  space  o f  poss ib i l i t y  and  f l u id i t y .  D raw ing
upon  the  theo r i e s  o f  De leuze  and  Gua t ta r i  ( 1987 ) ,
th i s  c l a s s room can  be  unde r s tood  a s  a  t ype  o f
nomad i c  space  cha rac te r i zed  by  change ,
movement ,  and  improv i sa t ion  r a the r  than  ru le s
and  s t ruc tu re  ( She rb ine  &  Bo ld t ,  2013 ) .  

De leuze  and  Gua t ta r i  ( 1987 )  i n t roduce  the  i dea  o f
the  nomad i c  f i r s t  th rough  a  desc r ip t i on  o f
“nomos ”  -  a  way  o f  a r r ang ing  peop le ,  thought s ,  o r
spaces  “ tha t  does  no t  r e l y  on  an  o rgan i za t ion  o r
pe rmanent  s t ruc tu re ”  (Ro f fe ,  2005 ,  p .  184 ) .  I t
s t ands  i n  con t ra s t  to  “ l ogos , ”  a  space  where
“eve ry th ing  has  i t s  r i gh t  p l ace ”  ( p .  185 ) .  Logos
space  i s  cha rac te r i zed  by  bounda r i e s  wh i l e  nomos
space  i s  open  and  l acks  i n t r i n s i c  s t ruc tu re .

They  a l so  p resen t  the  i dea  o f  nomad i c  a s  be ing  a
“ smooth  space , ”  a  space  tha t  i s  a lways  i n  a  s t a te
o f  mu l t i p l i c i t y  (De leuze  &  Gua t ta r i ,  1987 ,  p .
371 ) .  The  smooth  space  i s  f l ex ib le  and  does  no t
requ i re  movement  i n  any  s ingu la r  way  o r
d i r ec t i on .  Expe r i ence  w i th in  th i s  t ype  o f  space  i s
s i tua t iona l  because  the  space  i s  a lways  i n  a
cons tan t  s t a te  o f  f l ux .  

Th rough  the  l ens  o f  De leuze  and  Gua t ta r i  ( 1987 )
t r ad i t i ona l  s choo l s  and  c l a s s rooms  do  no t
func t ion  a s  open ,  smooth ,  nomad i c  spaces .  They
a re ,  i n  f a c t ,  qu i t e  the  oppos i t e .  They  a re
gove rned  by  s t ruc tu re ;  the re  a re  ce r t a in  ways  to
ex i s t  a s  t eache r  and  s tuden t  w i th in  a  spec i f i c
t ype  o f  c l a s s room and  the re  i s  o f t en  l i t t l e  room
fo r  nego t i a t i on  o f  these  ro le s .  I t s  cu r r i cu lum
func t ions  i n  a  s im i l a r  f a sh ion ,  g rounded  in
no t ions  o f  “ sameness ”  ( She rb ine  &  Bo ld t ,  2013 ,
p .  79 )  o r  commona l i t y .  C l a s s rooms  a re
t r ad i t i ona l l y  no t  open ,  bu t  bu i l t  w i th  “wa l l s ,
enc losu res ,  and  roads  be tween  enc losu res ”
(De leuze  &  Gua t ta r i ,  1987 ,  p .  381 ) .

W E A V I N G  I N  T H E O R Y :  
B E I N G  N O M A D I C
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The  expe r i ences  I  sha red  ea r l i e r  w i th in  th i s
p resen ta t ion  were  poss ib le  because  the
c la s s room was  cons t ruc ted  a s  a  t ype  o f  smooth
nomad i c  space .  The re  was  no  s ing le  way  to  be
o r  ex i s t  i n  the  c l a s s room.  Ne i the r  the  space
nor  the  expe r i ences  w i th in  i t  we re  de f ined  in
advance .  Ra the r ,  t hey  were  cons t ruc ted  and
a l te red  a s  ch i ld ren  and  adu l t s  moved  w i th in  i t
and  c rea ted  i t .  The  no t ion  o f  movement
g rounds  th i s  c l a s s room as  a  nomad i c  space .

Th i s  qua l i t y  o f  movement  was  ev iden t  w i th in
the  c l a s s room,  and  g rew  as  the  ch i ld ren
became  more  comfo r tab le  w i th  the  i dea  o f  th i s
space  a s  nomad i c .  The  ch i ld ren  became  more
comfo r tab le  w i th  the  inhe ren t  movement
w i th in  th i s  space  a s  the  weeks  went  on ,  and
they  became ,  i n  e s sence ,  nomads .  They  moved
f rom po in t  to  po in t ,  f r om p rocess  to  p rocess ,
f rom cho i ce  to  cho i ce .  Howeve r ,  t he re  were  no
p rede te rmined  pa ths  fo r  them to  fo l l ow ;  how
they  moved  among  these  po in t s  was  no t  l a id
ou t  i n  advance .  They  cou ld  i n te rac t  w i th  each
p rocess  a s  they  w i shed  o r  even  no t  a t  a l l .
The re  were  no  requ i red  ac t i v i t i e s  o r  means  to
engage  w i th  the  p rovoca t ions  o f f e red .  

The  ch i ld ren ’ s  r e j ec t i on  o f  the  t r ad i t i ona l
bounda r i e s  o f  mate r i a l s  can  be  unde r s tood  a s  a
t ype  o f  nomad i c  c rea t ion .  I n  these  moments ,
they  were  mak ing  in  these  t ypes  o f  i n -be tween
pa ths ,  cha l l eng ing  p reconce i ved  t r a j ec to r i e s .
I n  a  way ,  the  mate r i a l s  and  the  space  bo th
became  nomad i c  a s  we l l  –  the re  was  no  s ing le
way  to  use  o r  c rea te  w i th  them o r  i n  them .  The
t rees  ou t s ide  became  a  canvas  fo r  pa in t ing ,  a
p lace  to  pu t  a  b i rdhouse ,  and  an  o f f e r ing  o f
shade  to  p lay  unde r .  The  f l ower s  i n  the
c la s s room o f fe red  someth ing  beau t i fu l  t o  l ook
a t  and  a  p l i ab le  su r f ace  fo r  pa in t .  The
c la s s room func t ioned  a s  a  space  tha t  d id  no t
l im i t  them w i th  “bo rde r s  o r  enc losu res ”  bu t
ra the r  encou raged  mu l t ip le  ways  o f  knowing ,
be ing ,  and  in te rac t ion .

T H E R E  I S  A  “ F R E E D O M  T O
W A N D E R ,  T O  M A K E  U S E  O F
T H E  K N O W N  W H I L E  P U R S U I N G
T H E  N E W ”  ( S H E R B I N E  A N D
B O L D T ,  2 0 1 3 ,  P .  8 4 ) .  

I n  th i s  space  the re  were  no  requ i red  ways  o f
be ing ;  ch i ld ren  were  f r ee  to  pu r sue  the i r  own
in te res t s ,  des i r e s ,  and  ac t i ons .  They  were
nomads .  Concep tua l i zed  in  th i s  way ,  the
c la s s room was ,  i n  e s sence ,  c rea ted  by  the
expe r i ences  o f  those  w i th in  i t .  Each  ch i ld ’ s  ( o r
adu l t ’ s )  a c t i ons  and  expe r i ences  a f f ec ted
eve ryone  e l se  and  the i r  expe r i ences .  Embrac ing
the  nomad i c  a l l owed  the  ch i ld ren  to  r e j ec t  the
bounda r i e s  and  a s soc i a t i ons  tha t  come  w i th
t rad i t i ona l  c l a s s room spaces .  Add i t i ona l l y ,  t hey
deve loped  a  l eve l  o f  con t ro l  ove r  the  space
because  the i r  a c t i ons  he lped  to  shape  i t .
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" T H E  N O M A D I C  T R A J E C T O R Y …
[ I S ]  A N  O P E N  S P A C E ,  O N E
T H A T  I S  I N D E F I N I T E … A  S P A C E
W I T H O U T  B O R D E R S  O R
E N C L O S U R E "  ( D E L E U Z E  A N D
G U A T T A R I ,  1 9 8 7 ,  P .  3 8 0 ) .

As  they  became  more  comfo r tab le  w i th  the
c la s s room,  the  va lues  tha t  unde rg i rded  i t ,  and
the  mate r i a l s  ava i l ab le ,  they  began  to  c rea te  i n
unexpec ted  ways  and  a f f ec t  each  o the r ’ s
expe r i ences .  A s  Se th ’ s  and  Sau l ’ s  p ro jec to r
s to r i e s  deve loped  ove r  numerous  c l a s ses ,  i t
became  c lea r  tha t  wh i l e  they  c rea ted  them
pr imar i l y  i ndependent l y ,  t he  ac t i ons  o f  the
o the r  we re  t aken  in to  cons ide ra t ion  and  bu i l t
upon .  They  were  no t  o f f e red  the  p ro jec to r s  and
t ranspa renc ie s  w i th  spec i f i c  ou t comes  o r
requ i red  uses ,  bu t  we re  g i ven  the  f r eedom to
engage  w i th  these  mate r i a l s  a s  they  wou ld .  As
such ,  the i r  i n te rac t i ons  w i th  the  mate r i a l s  g rew
and  deve loped  based  on  each  o the r ’ s
expe r i ences  r a the r  than  a  s ingu la r  way  o f
knowing  o r  u s ing .  Th i s  i n  tu rn  a f f ec ted  wha t  was
poss ib le  to  c rea te  w i th in  the  c l a s s room space
i t se l f .

I n  th i s  t ype  o f  sh i f t i ng  space ,  the  na tu re  o f
teach ing ,  l ea rn ing  and  c rea t ing  can  be  a l t e red
in  mean ing fu l  ways  tha t  a re  no t  a lways
fo reseeab le .  I t  c r ea tes  a  space  where  i t  i s
poss ib le  to  fo l l ow  ra the r  than  copy  (Ro f fe ,
2005 ) .  Copy ing  wou ld  sugges t  a  s t anda rd i zed
way  to  use  o r  do  someth ing  based  on  the  way
i t  has  been  done  in  the  pas t .  Ma te r i a l s  a re
used  in  ce r t a in  ways ,  ch i l d ren  engage  in
p resc r ibed  ac t i v i t i e s ,  and  bo th  ch i ld ren  and
teache r s  l i ve  ou t  the i r  t r ad i t i ona l  educa t iona l
ro le s .  Ye t  the  no t ion  o f  f o l l ow ing  c rea tes  a
d i f f e ren t  k ind  o f  space .  Fo l low ing  sugges t s  an
exp lo ra t ion  o f  i deas ,  the  ab i l i t y  to  go  in
mul t ip le  d i r ec t i ons  o r  t r ave l  va r ious  pa ths .  The
p rovoca t ion  o f  the  f l ower s  desc r ibed  ea r l i e r
o f f e r s  a  way  to  th ink  abou t  th i s  no t ion  o f
fo l l ow ing  in  the  c l a s s room.  The  f l ower s  we re
no t  p resen ted  a s  a  c lo sed  mate r i a l ;  t hey  were
s imp ly  i n t roduced  in to  the  space  a longs ide
o the r  mate r i a l s .  Wh i l e  Be th  chose  to  pa in t
them in  an  obse rva t iona l  sense ,  Dan ie l l e
pa in ted  them in  a  l i t e ra l  sense .  Because  o f  how
the  f l ower s ,  a s  a  mate r i a l ,  we re  o f f e red ,  a
space  was  c rea ted  where  the  ch i ld ren  were
encou raged  to  fo l l ow .

As  the  ch i ld ren  made  the  space  wha t  i t  was  due
to  the i r  cho i ces  and  ac t i ons ,  the  space  in  tu rn
he lped  to  “make ”  the  ch i ld ren ,  the i r
expe r i ences ,  and  the i r  a r t i s t i c  c rea t ions .  By
embrac ing  qua l i t i e s  o f  the  nomad i c  i n  the
c la s s room,  the  a tmosphe re  o f  the  space  he lped
the  ch i ld ren  to  unde r s tand  tha t  the i r  i deas  and
ways  o f  be ing  a re  j u s t  a s  impor tan t  a s  the
teache r s ’ .  The  we l coming  o f  the i r  own  a r t i s t i c
theo r i e s ,  p ro jec t s ,  and  mate r i a l s  commun ica tes
to  the  ch i ld ren  tha t  the i r  own  be l i e f s  and
ac t ions  a re  wor thwh i l e ;  tha t  they  have
impor tan t  i deas  tha t  dese rve  to  be  deve loped
and  hea rd .
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