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1. Introduction

1.1 Research Brief

In June 2003, Arts Council England, Yorkshire convened the first meeting of
an Early Years and Creativity Hub to determine from members, what role any
future hub might have. The membership identified an interest in learning about
international models of creative practice in early years settings - other than
that of Reggio Emilia as several members had already visited Reggio centres
and Bradford had hosted the One Hundred Languages of Children exhibition
with associated workshops, in 2000.

In November 2003 Arts Council England, Yorkshire commissioned Ruth
Churchill Dower of Isaacs UK to carry out research into three international
models of creative practice in early years settings. The research was gathered
over a period of six months, then collated into this report and prepared for the
national early years and creativity conference, New Worlds, at West Yorkshire
Playhouse in November 2004.

The aims identified by the hub were to:
Identify good practice of working creatively in early years settings in other
countries (e.g. in Europe and North America)
Broaden the knowledge and understanding of members of the Yorkshire
Early Years and Creativity Hub
Share and disseminate the research findings and contacts at a national
conference

1.2  European and US Context

There is much evidence showing the values of creative practice in children’s
learning: gaining confidence, helping to express and communicate feelings,
thoughts, and ideas, developing a sense of identity and individuality, and of
course learning new skills. There are equally important benefits for
parents/guardians, nursery staff, child carers, educationalists, and arts
practitioners in approaching learning through creative means. These include
helping to identify children’s strong and weak points, exploring new
techniques and skills, language and literature development, breaking down
social barriers in the home, empowering effective teaching, giving children a
voice, and so on.



The partnership of artists (across all art forms) with nursery workers,
educationalists and parents to achieve these objectives is not a new
phenomenon. Some of the most progressive practice has been evolving over
the last 30 years, starting from the dynamic and high politicised community
arts movement back in the sixties and seventies.

However, much of this valuable work has been quietly driven by those who
are deeply involved in the arts or education, who are keen to explore new
solutions and think ‘outside of the box’ in relation to what might be possible
and, above all, are passionate about securing a better future for their children.
Itis only in the last few years that their unrelenting advocacy work has really
started to pay off and has attracted the attention of central government policy
makers. In England and other European countries, Ministries of Education,
Culture and Health have begun to recognise the fundamental importance of
such work to the healthy and balanced development of a child from the
earliest stages, and have started to support this with wide ranging policies and
sensible budgets.

Ordinarily governmental backing on its own wouldn’t be enough to secure
high-status validation and longevity (arts and cultural sectors have been
supported with national and European treasury funds for decades but still
struggle to achieve anything like parity of esteem with, for example,
agriculture policy which attracts 43% of the EU budget as opposed to less
than 1% for culture). But the crucial difference with (arts and) early years
policy is due to its very infancy — ministers across the globe are watching,
listening to, and understanding the practitioners in this sector in order to
inform the making of policy.

Although not true for every country, certainly in the western European regions
and parts of the US, this is not about revolution and fighting battles for visibility
and validation. It's about evolution — the consecration of new ground in
partnership working because the policy cannot be formed without the practice.
The dynamic new growth experienced recently across these sectors is surely
the best evidence of the need for this work. The first challenge is for arts and
early years practitioners and policy makers to secure a position of strategic
significance at the heart of cultural, educational and social policy. The second
challenge is to do so without allowing that policy to become tired and faded,
entrenched in the traditional quagmire of inertia.

Significant quality research exists already as to the amount and nature of
each country’s commitment to early years and arts without needing to be
repeated here (see final section for sources of information). This report
instead concentrates on highlighting the work of three key players in this



evolutionary story; their backgrounds, their current practice and the issues or
obstacles experienced throughout their work many of which will sound
familiar. Following the case studies is a section on the future opportunities, an
invitation for all of us to harness opportunities that are open whilst the climate
is so ripe. Prior to and during the research, practitioners from all three case
studies have come to know the emerging infrastructure of arts and early years
networks in England and have already made plans to extend their own
networks to reach out to ours in different ways: to learn from, share with, and
support this exciting and growing body of work.

It is but one example where being part of the global community is far from
frightening — in this partnership we have nothing to lose and everything to
gain.

Terres by Charlotte Fallon, Théatre de la Guimbarde
Photo: Elisabeth Schnell



2. La Culture et les Tout-Petits (Théatre de la Gui mbarde -
Charleroi, Belgium, and La Baracca - Bologna, Ital y)

2.1 Context

Théatre de la Guimbarde began in 1973 during the movement of cultural
decentralisation in France and Belgium. It began as combination of a political
community arts movement dedicated to tackling class justice issues, and
growing a network of writers and directors from both the voluntary and
professional communities whose work is entirely influenced by, and reflective
of, the community they try to support. Their work developed particularly
around children and young people with a specific aim to help them better
understand the world in which they live. Théatre de la Guimbarde have spent
the last few years creating theatre and animation across Europe specifically
designed for the very young (O to 3 years).

Faced with a lack of commitment and resources from within the early years
system run by the Ministry of Health in Belgium for this sort of work, Charlotte
Fallon, Director of Théatre de la Guimbarde, researched similar work in
theatres across Europe. Whilst performing one of their first shows for under
fives ‘Ombres et Lumieres’ (Night and Day) at the International Children’s
Theatre festival in Bologna, Charlotte made connections with the festival
organisers, La Baracca, a company with similar aims, achievements and
history to their own.

Inspired by La Baracca’s success in gaining support from the Italian
authorities, Théatre de la Guimbarde invited the Belgian Minister of
Education, Jean-Marc Nollet, to see Night and Day back in Charleroi. He was
so impressed by the positive reaction of the young children, seeing their
intense concentration and interest in this piece, it changed his perception of
the value of arts in early years education. In 2001 the Minister created a three
year funding programme and charged Thééatre de la Guimbarde to carry out
the first theatrical experiments undertaken in Belgium for toddlers from O to 3
years. Workshops have since happened throughout several nurseries and
creches, and a full programme of creativity training for the nursery nurses
who work with the children is now in place for the coming years.

The results of this work are shared widely through an annual conference of
practitioners and policy makers in culture, education and health, La Culture et
les Tout-Petits (Culture and the Very Young). Last year’s conference
attracted the Head of ONE (the National Agency for Birth and Children under
the Ministry for Education). As a result, ONE have set up a policy group for
reflection on art and the very young in partnership with La Guimbarde, and is



now commissioning them to look at the quality and standards of creative
learning within the créches across Belgium (a programme not dissimilar to
our Artsmark scheme).

It is interesting to note the context within which Théatre de la Guimbarde are
working: Belgian state run créches (nurseries for under five’s) are big and
institutionalised; puericultrici (nursery nurses) wear sanitised uniforms,
children sleep in caged beds all with identical bed linen or grobags, times for
sleeping, eating and playing are heavily regulated (routine is of the utmost
importance), walls are generally whitewashed and kept free of any artwork
apart from the occasional mural by an enthusiastic nurse or parent. Since the
whole nursery care system is funded by the ministry of health, it therefore has
an extremely health oriented focus. There is a complete lack of any
pedagogic structure to the day outside of eating, sleeping and playing and the
environment is generally not one which inspires (or allows the opportunity for)
more creative activities.

In order to work in childcare, it is necessary to take a Paediatric Nurses’
Course (equivalent to our NNEB Diploma) which is mainly aimed at sixteen to
eighteen year olds. This has been reformed in the last couple of years to a
three year course with equal emphasis on the educational, social and health
aspects, and enriched with additional studies such as French, maths and
humanities. In partnership with Thééatre de la Guimbarde, the De Mot-
Couvreur Teacher Training Institute in Brussels recently added a new feature
to their Pediatric Nurses course which had previously been missing: an
artistic and cultural dimension.

Three artistic projects were created in collaboration with artists and with
funding from the King Baudouin Foundation including two with Théatre de la
Guimbarde. One of these was ‘Terres’, the first project of its kind created to
be accessible for babies and toddlers from fifteen months upwards under the
direction of Charlotte Fallon.

“The main aim was to allow students to explore and discover their own artistic
capacities, but as a result the students expressed the desire to perform the
shows themselves in playgroups and nurseries. It has to be said that it was
the students that mainly created the shows.” Gilbert Clymans, Head of
Paediatric Nurses Dept at the Institute.*

‘The role of Art in the training of professionals working with very young children’ - a
paper written for the London Arts Education Partnership early years conference 2003,
by Gilberte Clymans, Head of Paediatric Nurses Department, De Mot-Couvreur
Teacher Training Institute, Brussels, Belgium



The pilot scheme has been so successful that arts training is now being
introduced into the mainstream courses in Brussels, and being enhanced with
additional work on vocal and physical training and expression, storytelling,
and child-friendly spatial design. The latter being of particular importance to
providing a more imaginative and child-oriented environment within which to
nurture the children’s own creative expression. Meanwhile in Charleroi, just
south of Brussels, Charlotte Fallon has continued her own professional
development work with the trained nursery nurses who also lacked a cultural
dimension to their previous training and experience.

Around the same time these important developments were happening in
Belgium, a company of fifty people only a thousand miles south in Bologna
were involved in similar ground breaking work. La Baracca — began in 1976,
created by four people (Roberto and Valeria Frabetti and their family) as a
children’s theatre company responding to the new movement of arts and
animation in schools and the increasing recognition of the importance of
creative relationships with children. Having started life in a shed, La Baracca
are now housed in a multi-disciplinary arts venue Testoni Ragazzi (Big
Headed Children) which is maintained by Bologna Municipality as their
exemplar Children’s Cultural Centre, and is the seat of intense workshop and
research activity - a sort of crossroad where all art forms and doctrines meet.
La Baracca also run the International Children’s Theatre Festival with nine
days of intensive laboratories, debates, and round table discussions. Their
aim is to realise a network of organisations and other networks that are
developing knowledge and experimentation in this field across Europe. They
believe strongly in the power of all art forms for enhancing the lives of
children and want to use this international knowledge base as an advocacy
tool to persuade policy makers to share this understanding.

La Baracca’'s work with schools is very selective, building long term
relationships with few schools in order to measure the long term impact on
children’s’ development and also to provide a fundamental training ground for
young people, many of whom are now employed by the company itself.

La Baracca's creations are researched over months and years in partnership
with babies, children and young people across Europe and worldwide to
ensure that the work is real and meaningful. They believe that the techniques
required for survival in life are the same as those needed in theatre, so the
work evolves as the children creating it develop. Like Théétre de la
Guimbarde, actors from La Baracca stay with children for long periods of time
to absorb their reactions, sometimes remaining in nurseries and créches for
many days, in order to be on their level, to build up trust with them and
observe their reactions. They recognise that the border between what is and



isn’t real doesn't exist for young children, every moment is real and needs to
be respected as such in theatre.

Unlike schools, their work with nurseries and early years settings is
widespread, built up from a seed planted when two puericultrici approached
them to run a workshop. The results of this small piece of work were so
powerful it began a chain reaction and before long they were being
approached by several nurseries to expand this work. Yet La Baracca knew
they had no where near the resources necessary to implement this sort of
work themselves in any meaningful way across the early years system in
Bologna.

So in 1989 La Baracca started a programme of professional development for
puericultrici (nursery nurses) and educatrici (early years teachers). It has
since been harnessed and funded by the government to the extent that forty
eight municipal creches now receive this training for six hours each week.
The main objective of La Baracca’s training for puericultrici and educatrici is
to inspire and enable them to build their own vision, commitment and ideas
on how to meet their children’s needs for creative expression, not just to
replicate a 'method'.

2.2 Practice

Prior to creating any early years performances, Théatre de la Guimbarde
spends long periods with children through festivals, residencies and
workshops to get to know them, their lives, the events and environments
which influence them, and to collect their own stories. Children are worked
with primarily, but also all those which, at one time or another, make up their
environment and their memory: nursery nurses, family, grandparents, friends,
teachers...

"Because they are at the start of their lives, babies often discover things for
the first time with an attitude of curiosity and an exciting feeling of discovery.
To grow, they must remake the path that has made humanity evolve: the first
gestures, the discovery of their own body, standing up, and all that it is
necessary to start to satisfy their emotional and physical needs. For me, in
their desire to discover the world, toddlers are starting all their artistic
expressions. By seeking to find their equilibrium to walk, they dance. While
playing with the sounds, they are in music. In exploring materials, they are co-
ordinated and focused.” Charlotte Fallon



Through their experimental work with babies, Charlotte and her actors spend
a great deal of time playing, listening, watching, proposing music, stories,
songs and activities - learning how to communicate without being invasive,
and how to respect their rhythm of life. She has discovered that by offering
the toddlers an environment where they can indulge their curiosities, they are
able to concentrate for much longer periods than one would believe.

“A child builds his imaginary world starting with his first feelings and emotions
If toddlers up to three years are the true audience, they will watch the show in
a different way to adults: they look at it with the body, the senses, the heart.
They take in the images, the sounds, the songs, and the movements,
intensely. Since they perceive the life in a sensory and emotive way, it is
important to give to this work a sensory and organic form.” Charlotte Fallon

Consequently, in her work with the nursery nurses, Charlotte helps them to
understand and take pleasure in the spontaneity of play, to break through the
habit of routines and encourage a state of ongoing discovery which reduces
the prejudices they may bring to working with their children. Many of them
have commented how this approach has helped change their vision for their
professional practise since by recognising and valuing their own emotions,
they become more in tune with those of the children.

“Together, [our actors and nursery nurses] revisit the sensory path to uncover
the fundamentals of expression: the body, the voice, movement, painting,
sculpture... This sensory work is connected with their emotions. By doing so,
we reawaken in ourselves the driving force behind children when they make a
gesture, a painting, a sculpture...”

“In order to communicate in the best possible way with the children, it is
important for the adults who are present to feel for themselves the curiosity
and perhaps delight in discovering these artistic opportunities. It is in this
sense that our work in the nurseries is above all a work of partnership. The
puéricultrices know the children, they go everywhere with them and keep
them secure, through their trust they allow us to take our work closer to the
children. The more the child feels the pleasure of the puéricultrice, the more
willing they are to let their own pleasure show” Charlotte Fallon

In the creation of performances, actors from Thééatre de la Guimbarde
experiment with different parts of the show again and again within the
nurseries. Children are involved in the transformation of the nursery space for
each show, and in the warming up of the actors prior to rehearsing or
performing, all of which is part of their creative experience. Their reactions
constantly inform and change the development of each piece until it reaches
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a level of quality which reflects the honesty and openness of children. It is
sometimes difficult for an actor to be placed in this situation, they are
performing with children only a metre or two away, and need to capture and
keep their eye contact in order to gain their trust and openness in reacting to
the pieces. This inevitably also includes adverse reactions, which the actors
have to learn to deal with. In many ways, working so closely with children
forces them to look at themselves honestly and openly, and can often bring a
much greater quality and truth to their work — there is no stage or costume to
hide behind here.

An early years psychologist is frequently invited to intervene in the stages of
work. The idea is to verify whether or not the proposed performance is
suitable for that stage in the development of the child, to question how it will
help the child to express themselves.

“the meeting of this psychologist and the actors is always important. She has
a way of talking about the children that puts them in direct contact with the
reality and the interior life of the children. She also listens to their questions,
their concerns and gives them a greater sense of connection to their work for
toddlers.” Charlotte Fallon

Similarly in Italy, La Baracca have changed the way artistic training and
delivery for early years educationalists and artists is carried out. Early years
settings across the breadth of the Emilia Romagna region are now funded to
incorporate creative activity into their daily routine, but it is more than just a
project. In this region, as in the city of Reggio Emilia and other northern Italian
towns, it is an attitude, a culture, a way of life. When they began, La
Baracca’'s performance work was the first in Italy to be designed entirely for
children and young people. Their team of fifty six young actors (most of whom
came to train with La Baracca through a workshop or performance in their
school or youth group) learn and create through physical training and
improvisation with children, the writing of performances coming out of this at
the end of the training period.

Again, like La Guimbarde, La Baracca’s performances can change and
evolve considerably with the reactions of children they work with. They
research each part of a performance with children and their carers, they stay
with them for long periods as ‘cultural mediators’ to absorb their reactions so
that they can reconstruct their inner worlds. Particularly with the youngest
children - they stay with them in the creches for many days, to be on their
level, to understand who they are, their influences, their environment and
therefore the context for the children’s memories, fantasies and difficulties.
They want to offer young children a space and time which enables them to
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share their own ‘codes’ of communication that reveal new feelings and
emotions which characterise themselves. They want to help them build
relationships with adults based on honest expressions and communications
(which adults have often abandoned and forgotten during their growth into
adulthood).

“Our work becomes richer every day with this activity, we never stop learning.
Our actors’ bodies are like suitcases, a receptacle for the luggage of
knowledge, memories, experience and understanding being gathered. It is
important to remain inside the children’s situation to know what is important
for this particular situation and for them, so each performance of the same
show is different without changing the spirit of the performance. Also the
children are learning step by step with us. We shouldn’t really need to have a
separate schooling for children and actors as the techniques in life are the
same as those needed in theatre. But the key to realising this relationship
with the very young is to stay and work with them, and enable the puericultrici
to continue this work when we are not there.” Valeria Frabetti

La Baracca work intensely with the puericultrici, encouraging them to put
themselves where the children are at, and discover their own way to do this,
helping them to find new ways of communication through creative stimuli.
They stress the importance of working in physical way with child carers and
educators in order to create the trust, to touch and be touched and realise the
possibility of creating something altogether without fear or inhibitions and
without judgement of themselves or of others.

There is however an exciting development to this work which sets La Baracca
apart from other early years trainers: La Baracca have for fourteen years
pioneered the building of an infrastructure of skills transference by trained
puericultrici who, themselves, go on to mentor and train other nursery nurses
and teachers across the region, at the same time as leading the creative work
within the creches on a daily basis.

From 1990 to 1992 six ‘laboratory’ work groups have built a portfolio of
experience with their youngest children from thirteen to twenty four months
during the first year, and with children from twenty-five to thirty-six months in
the successive two years. The work groups participated in the laboratories
either as leaders or observers. In 1993 and 1994 the work groups,
augmented through partnerships with experts of several disciplines, were
able to spend time reflecting on the experience. From 1996 the laboratories
have been resumed, this time under the direct leadership of the educatrici,
coordinated and planned collectively. This is now a permanent laboratory for
the educatrici. This laboratory programme of training has become so
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engrained into the lives of some puericultrici and educatrici, some return
annually and have built up a depth of knowledge with director Roberto
Frabetti for over twenty years now. This skills exchange between peers has a
profoundly important impact on the validity, longevity and acceptance of such
creative work within the nursery system in northern Italy and, indeed, across
Europe as their work is expanding across Belgium, Spain, France and now
the UK.

“ Roberto can do a workshop for the puericultrici but he is a professional
[actor/director], they are not, so the simple presence of them in nursery has
much more impact than La Baracca actors. They are the same as other
puericultrici, they are accepted more easily and without fear and they have
the knowledge of both the children's and puericultrici needs, and so on. This
is how they transfer the belief in creative practice further a field, it's not just a
one-off but very much a part of their culture and they are the living examples
of how it has worked with their children. Some of whom are now young adults
and can testify as to the benefit of early creative interventions on their lives,
their ability to communicate easily and be confident in themselves.” Valeria
Frabetti

Educatrici, Tiziana Baldanza (Grosso nursery), Elisabetta Martinelli and
(Maria) Teresa Righi (San Donato nursery) have worked for ten years with
Roberto now and implement their training every day in their nurseries - not as
an artistic production but as a creative part of their nursery life. The holidays,
weekends and sometimes during term time (when they can secure funding for
cover teachers) take them around their region and other countries sharing
their laboratory training with fellow teachers and nursery workers. They have
a complete belief in their work with children and as such can engage them on
their own level, not like actors who can put on a mask yet not believe
completely in what they are doing, and therefore not engage properly the trust
and imagination of children. It is here that Théatre de la Guimbarde and La
Baracca have explored a real partnership as the Italian pericultrici have been
invited twice to Charleroi to lead workshops in their créches. The créche
managers have been so inspired, they have visited Bologna to learn more,
and have brought back to Charleroi a vision for their own development,
supported by the work of Charlotte Fallon.

The arts work that the educatrici and puericultrici create is not so much
termed a performance as an interactive piece. A recent example is Una
Valigia .. Tante Storie (One suitcase ... (s0) many stories), inside which are
several sensual and tactile objects (silver tops, down feathers, blue paint, a
small yellow jumper, loose beads, etc) which are offered to the children one
by one for them to decide which ones should feature in the piece. The props
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and background music are simple and sensual, enhancing opportunities for
children to use their imagination. Interactivity is welcomed throughout but is
particularly invited after the initial fifteen minutes of exploring the suitcase,
offering children the freedom to play with the objects, explore their sounds
and feelings and express themselves through all senses. Nursery workers
and teachers are just as welcome to join in the journey of discovery and
imaginative play, although they sometimes need a little persuasion...

2.3 Obstacles and Issues

During the theatre performance, children can express themselves with
sounds or words and are free to move without however entering the actors
space. “If a child cries, it is very often enough for her nursery nurse or parent
to take her in their arms or a little distance away in order to give her a sense
of security. The child will turn her back on the scene but gradually, her
curiosity gets the better of her. Happy in the arms of the adult who comforts
her, she continues to watch the show. If it is felt that the child is afraid, it is
necessary to take her out. The goal is not to make her live through a
traumatic theatrical experience. But this situation is very rare: in general this
scenario only occurs with children who aren’t well, have problems in their
lives at that time, or have just started at the nursery.” Charlotte Fallon

Contrary to older children, younger ones do not need a story with a beginning
or an end. Early years performances are often moments which are joined by
a theme, but even so, adults do feel they should guide their children as to
how they should watch a performance, trying to explain what it means. Many
adults think that it is necessary that children understand the entire piece
rather than letting them be and take what they want out of it. Both companies
feel that it is better not to intervene, not to explain and let the children live
through the performance in their own way.

In Charleroi and Brussels, it wasn't easy in the early days to motivate the
puericultrici, or more importantly to gain the commitment of the Directors of
each nursery to help find funding for this work to happen at all. At first
participants were generally reticent, not having seen this approach to working
with children before, and unaware of the values of creative practice.
Particularly concerned by the word ‘performance’ puericultrici would come to
the sessions feeling a great deal of intrepidation, and lacking in confidence.
Their concerns were assuaged by Theatre de la Guimbarde’s gentle
approach which was designed completely around the needs of the children,
the puericultrici and the nursery setting.
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It is important to note that nursery nurse training is often seen as the last
option for those who are not academic achievers. Graduate puericultrici are
often young, poorly educated and come to the nursery without any previous
life or work experience. They are at the stage where they haven’t even come
to terms with their own maturity and what they themselves want from life, let
alone helping children to get the best they can out of their lives. This helps to
explain their initial cynicism and fear, and also why the work of Thééatre de la
Guimbarde has such a profound impact upon their own lives as well as those
of the children.

The lack of understanding, empathy or even interest from both the ministries
for education and health in Belgium has, in the past (and to an extent still
does) proven a real barrier to the progress of this work. Advances have only
been possible due to constant liaison and advocacy work done by Théétre de
la Guimbarde and other partner companies with these ministries. Even so, no
long term commitment has yet been made at policy or funding level to support
this work. The fact that the reaction of participating nurseries, schools and
training institutes has been so positive has helped to maintain a momentum
of creative practice within both the professional work and training of
puericultrici, but the impact on evolving policy is far from complete.

Where politicians have seen the impact of the work, they can understand the
benefits and are much more willing to make financial commitments. However
several education and cultural ministers are reluctant to take on board yet
another call on the small mount of funding they have to distribute and yet the
subsidised sector feels itself in a catch twenty-two situation, not wanting to
overtly lobby the politicians for fear of losing their subsidies.

“A child plays, goes to theatre, goes to the cinema, goes through an art
gallery and stops in front of a painting, listens to music and walks down the
road. ....... an infinite number of opportunities, different opportunities, the
variations of which they can understand and internalise; that is the richness of
the world of culture and particularly of the world of the arts. Because the child
can continually confront itself, we need to work intensely, supported on all
sides by educationalists and adults that live and work in the arts. Perhaps we
will one day be able to succeed in creating the conditions that allow these
opportunities to be more numerous and, at least in theory, validated. A
professional pathway which allows one to develop the capacity of skills and
knowledge needed without putting aside the instinct that enables you to deal
with the unexpected”. Roberto Frabetti in Il Nido e il Teatro (The Nursery and
The Theatre)
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Suoni D’Acqua lead by pericultrici Teresa Righi and Elisabetta Martinelli at Docteur Dourlet
créche, Charleroi

Commonly accessible equipment is used to enable nursery workers and parents to continue
the exploratory work afterwards

Una Valigia .. Tante Storie lead by pericultrici Tiziana Baldanza and colleague at T'Chots
creche in Charleroi Photos: Ruth Churchill Dower
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3. Professional development for nursery workers in France
(Balabik Dance Company)

3.1 Context

Noélle Dehousse, founder of Balabik, has been giving pedagogic workshops
for the very young in French, Finnish and Belgian schools, kindergarten, day-
nurseries and creches for fifteen years. In the early days, the inspiration for
Balabik came from Noelle's daughter (now nine) who was a ‘guinea pig’ baby
for ideas in meetings between Balabik and local créeche workers in Provence.
With her own baby, Noelle realised many of the issues around working with
children, how we communicate with them and them with us, and how we treat
them (and expect them to behave) as young adults instead of as children in
their own right. Noelle worked with créche workers and her daughter to try
out different things for two years, going step by step to find things that
worked. This has resulted in having a portfolio of starting ideas for their
shows.

With the philosophy that “To dance is to give a physical basis to one’s
imagination and emotions while settling them in space and time”, Balabik
grew to offer workshops to support both children and their parents or
guardians to develop an understanding of the complexity of children’s
learning, and aims to harness this understanding and opportunity through
dance. In one example, at the end of a workshop, the Children invited their
parents, guardians, and grandparents to participate in a dance session where
they had never danced before and presumed such a session would be easy.

The children led the adults through relaxation and other exercises, and the
parents realised how difficult and complex it was, and how much their
children had learnt. This was specifically poignant for parents whose children
had what they thought to be behavioural or learning disabilities, but saw them
concentrating, participating, and learning in a way they had not before
experienced within their home and educational environments. They witnessed
their children concentrating for long periods of time without crying, moving,
fidgeting, or causing disruptions; participating in an imaginative, motivated
and creative way; working together with each other in a positive way.

“I use techniques which include even the worst behaved of children, and
encourage them to reach a level of attention which surprises even the
parents. It begs the question about why the children behave like this in the
first place and whether or not the problem actually lies with the way they are
treated by adults as opposed to who they are as children. “ (Noélle
Dehousse).
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For parents who had rarely seen this in their own children and yet thought
they knew their children well, this could be sometimes encouraging and
sometimes disconcerting, but always a pleasant surprise! In another
workshop, the parents concluded the session by doing a piece of dance for
the children, most of whom had never seen their parents do this before. This
had the powerful effect of widening both children’s and parents' perception of
what each was capable of achieving.

Working with very young children (birth to three year olds) gives Balabik the
chance to capture them at their most ‘humane' time of life when they have the
most positive attitude, their idea of the world is condensed into a positive,
humane structure.

“At the same time they are already like a perfect diamond with many facets
and the relationship that we have with them serves only to try to amplify this
quality that they already have. Very often this diamond quality is asleep or
lost and my work, through performances and teaching, tries to reawaken this
guality in adults too.” Noélle Dehousse

3.2 Practice

Noélle describes several key components to achieving the maximum
developmental impact though dance with children. One is with regards to the
length of the workshops both with children and with staff. Ideally, Balabik
would work with children in their nursery setting over a period of five or more
workshops happening over an intense period of a week: six sessions of thirty
or forty-five minutes over six days (one a day) or over twelve days (one every
other day). This is over and above any previous planning and development
days they run with their teachers or workers. This intensity and length gives
longevity and value to the achievements, which then raises expectation levels
of what is possible and is more likely to facilitate further work.

Balabik dancers spend time with the children prior to the workshops to get to
know them and their needs, their learning abilities and styles, their
environment, and their concerns. In some cases, full evaluation is carried out
after the workshops and Balabik make return visits each month with a view to
building the results into the setting’s daily routine, but this is largely
dependant on available funding and resources within the settings, and often it
is only the most committed settings who continue this work, with or without
input from Balabik.
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In France, women generally go back to work three months after the baby is
born. The baby is then usually taken care of by a nurse at home or an
educator in a public day-nursery. Balabik’s professional development
workshops are aimed at people who work with little children in public
structures (such as day-nurseries) where they can come and ‘interfere’. The
sessions are held over five days, six hours a day, (workshops often include
by design the same teachers as are involved in the children’s workshops).
Balabik also support training programmes based on this work for professional
pedagogic dancers in the contemporary dance world, to give them a better
insight into working with young children.

Sometimes the first and second training sessions don’t achieve huge
amounts in the creches, but successive sessions tend to be much better
when the nursery workers have built up a level of confidence and expectation
as to what is possible to explore and achieve. Balabik have experienced great
changes in the teachers and nursery workers over a long period. For instance
the Alexander technique? is used a great deal to encourage the staff to relax,
listen, and watch and provide other techniques they can use with their
children. The nursery workers learn to see the changes, they learn initially to
watch and to listen to the children, to take a different approach to their
'physical attitudes' towards children, one which is less forceful and more
respectful to them as individuals. For instance, often basic instructions are
given such as 'everyone sit down’, or ‘all hold hands’, or ‘just do what | say'
but there can be an authentic reason why some children can’t or don’t want to
which is either ignored or missed through not listening to them.

A key component of Balabik’s work is the large proportion of both the training
and performance time it commits to the education of nursery workers and
teachers, either by working with childcare workers and teachers on their own,
or with children, or with parents, or all three groups together. They often
realise that the problems they experience lay not just with the children but
with the parents, carers and guardians, and this approach of working leads to
better integration on social and cultural levels. Parents who see the show
have often never had the opportunity before to see dance performances, only

Australian actor, F.M. Alexander (1869 - 1955), discovered, after a patient and subtle
observation of himself, the link between the body and the mind. First and mainly, he
enlightened the "head - neck - back line", its role in the improvement of problems that
are related to stress, pain in the neck and in the articulations, breathing difficulties and,
more generally, its strong influence on the working of the whole body. By getting the
interaction between body and mind so close, F.M. Alexander was one of the first who
showed clearly how our thoughts and emotions affect our physical and psychic well-
being.
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2% of the French population go