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Transcript 
 

Heather Armstrong (00:17): 
Welcome to episode five of Starcatchers Creative Skills Online. I'm Heather Armstrong. On this 
podcast, we're hosting a series of chats with [the] amazing artists who usually deliver our training 
for the early years workforce in Scotland. 
 
Happy New Year, and welcome to 2021! When I was thinking about this episode, I swithered a lot 
about whether we should be encouraging everyone to make New Year's resolutions about 
creativity. And I think I was hesitant because a lot of the time New Year's resolutions focus on 
what's wrong and then how we can make plans to put things right. 
 
But this is January 2021. And for a lot of people all our plans are all out the window before we've 
even started the year. But let's look on the bright site: we are all flexible, creative practitioners, 
and we faced this particular creative challenge before. We know our North Star; we know what's 
important. Our wee ones still need opportunities to be creative, to express themselves, to process 
what's happening and to drive their own learning. So, whether you're working in the hubs or 
supporting families remotely, we have ideas and resources that can help support creativity in early 
years. 
 
And as adults who support wee ones, we need to be inspired and supported, and we need those 
moments of creativity, wonder and joy too. I hope you get a bit of that from this podcast. And I 
hope you'll join us live for some online Creative Chats too. 
 
If you're an early years practitioner who works in a child-led environment, you'll know yourself, you 
have to be really good at spotting those opportunities for creativity and learning as they appear. 
And when it comes to the expressive arts, one of the most effective ways to do this is to work in a 
multi-disciplinary way. When you start to see the connections between music and movement and 
visual art and drama, the whole curriculum starts to open up in a way that's exciting and relevant 
and interesting for the wee ones you work with.  
 
Today's guest has a practice that really reflects how children learn. He's delivered sessions with us 
in visual arts, movement and photography. It's my pleasure to welcome Brian Hartley. Hi, Brian 
How you doing? 
 
Brian Hartley (02:24): 
Good, thanks Heather! Great to do this conversation. I'm looking forward to it today. 
 
Heather Armstrong (02:30): 
It's good fun, it's good fun. I'm just going to kick off with asking the same question I ask all our 
Creative Skills artists. So, could you tell us, Brian, a wee bit about your practice with wee ones? 
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Brian Hartley (02:40): 
Okay. Thanks Heather. So I've got a very multi-disciplinary practice. I originally studied visual arts 
at Glasgow School of Art. And actually I remember there was always an option for art for children 
when I was studying there - strangely, I didn't take part in that activity. However, over the years, 
my practice has become more connected with working with children - in particular young children 
- through a whole variety of different projects and different media. 
 
So I've worked with Starcatchers on the Creative Skills programme for many years, delivering 
workshops around Scotland with childcare practitioners. So my practice combines the visual arts 
work - which I began [with] studying - but also now embraces theatre and performance, design, 
photography. So it's a very eclectic practice. I think I like learning and exploring new things, not 
necessarily being an expert in things. 
 
I think that's one of the reasons why I love working with young children - that sense of discovering 
things for the first time - the sense of newness and freshness that children bring to how they are 
experiencing and how they see the world. And I also love the sheer creative variation of how 
children respond and see and experience the world, whether that's using a camera in an 
unconventional way or on a dance floor - making unusual or creative dance responses. I've been 
very fortunate to have toured internationally with one of my projects called "We Dance, Wee 
Groove" which has taken me pretty much around the world... sharing dance and improvisation and 
creative play with children. That's been an incredible life experience as much as a professional 
experience and it began with working with Starcatchers. 
 
Heather Armstrong (04:28): 
I love the multidisciplinary approach that you take to the arts. And I think you bring a real kind of 
curiosity to everything you do - which is so important working with early years. And I know we do 
talk - you know, in the Creative Skills programme - we will talk about "visual art", we talk about 
"movement", we talk about "music" - but there's always a recognition that actually we don't work in 
silos and we do need to respond to what young children are interested in. And for you being that - 
I was going to call you a triple threat, but maybe you're more than that - it's just so useful to have 
someone just genuinely creative and responsive in the room. 
 
Brian Hartley (05:03): 
And I also think much as we talk about the different "disciplines" and "silos" and so on - children, I 
believe, don't have that separation. I think they experience life as in how they experience it. So I 
feel like I've experienced, in so many cases, that dance leads into music, leads into visual arts and 
that there's no real boundaries between them. Creativity is just what comes out of children's 
experience of the world. And I think we can harness that in so many ways.  
 
And I always... I feel like when I go into the Creative Skills session, often I'm billed as being "the 
visual artist", but I love starting the session with a movement section and getting people moving, 
which really puts people in their bodies physically before they start to make any creative work. 
And, you know, I love that sense of - we can explore things in different ways if we're open and 
being curious. I think that's a really good point you've made about being curious about the world - 
I think it's really vital and really important. 
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Heather Armstrong (05:59): 
I remember doing that movement section, the first time I was in one of your sessions, and I was 
just like: 'What's going on? [laughs] What's going on?' and then as soon as we sat down and I was 
like - 'Oh, this makes so much sense!' - we need to physically understand the movements. We need 
to physically understand the shapes before we sit down and put a pen in anyone's hands. And it 
was just... It was a beautiful moment for me - and another moment where I just got to go: 'You're 
so clever. I'm so glad we've got him working on this!'  
 
And again, I'm not that confident a mark-maker. I'm not that confident a drawer. So yeah, to just go 
through that process first and be like - 'Oh, okay... This is... This absolutely making sense.' 
 
What are some of your favourite ideas to share [in Creative Skills sessions]? 
 
Brian Hartley (06:47): 
Something I really love is the idea of "taking a line for a walk". It's a statement that came from a 
visual artist called Paul Klee, who worked in Germany in a famous design school called the 
Bauhaus1. And he's a very famous visual artist and painter with abstract paintings back in the 
1920s, which is, I can't believe, a hundred years ago - people were making this incredible work. 
 
So he talked about abstract art and he had a sense of "a line is a dot that has gone for a walk" or it 
is moving. So I love that sense of [the] physicality of a drawing. So that's something that I use as a 
drawing task, but I also try and make that a visual arts task. So, in doing that activity I'm already... I 
would already ask people to imagine - for example - imagine they've got a paintbrush in their hand 
and to take that paintbrush with whatever colour of paint or material and take it for a journey 
around in the air and imagine making a painting in the air. And then to translate that experience 
when we move on to paper is repeating some of that same experience with holding a pen and 
paper. So we were able to have a very experiential movement experience - which is not bound by 
doing something on a two dimensional piece of paper. 
 
And then we, I think, and I feel that that informs and changes the potential of a visual arts drawing, 
because I think sometimes the blank paper - it can be very threatening. It seems strange to say 
this, but I think a blank piece of paper can be quite a dominating thing because what do you do for 
your first mark? It's quite intimidating because you might make a mess. You might make a 
"mistake" - in a way there are no mistakes. However, if we can break that moment of anxiety and 
make that first invitation to draw a playful one, then I think it leads to a more interesting outcome. 
So that's an example of that cross between a movement exercise into a visual arts activity, which I 
use a lot. 
 
Heather Armstrong (08:46): 
Absolutely. And it is that thing, that the blank paper is intimidating and I know talking to 
practitioners, they'll say - you know - 'Well, we've got pens and paper out all the time’, or ‘we've 
got an easel that nobody uses.' And it's just that thing to say - it can be intimidating and it's that 

 
1 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
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you can do that one move and then you're like 'Oh, that's wrong.' And then it's so easy to get put 
off isn't it? 

Brian Hartley (09:13): 
It is and I think we judge ourselves very quickly. We have a very... we often have a very self-critical 
opinion of our abilities. So many people, when I ask - when I do the Creative Skills project - I often 
ask people if anyone has had an experience in their life where they've been told they weren't very 
good at drawing. And it's amazing how many people in the room - sometimes the majority of 
people in the room - will put their hands up. And there are many stories of people being sharing 
experiences of their drawings being criticized or critiqued. And they're adults. They've still got that 
experience. And it's really a profound experience of being criticized for something that - where 
you've made an endeavour to make something - and someone else has told you "it's just not very 
good" or "not good enough". So I think...I'm very aware of that. And I'm trying to find ways of 
getting around that. 

 
So, another example for that experience, cause we see something we don't like it it's very... We 
have to really be determined and pursue it. So another task is I encourage people to try not to look 
at the paper when they're making their drawings. So if we're doing an observed drawing in the 
room, which could be looking just at something out the window or looking at the room, I try and 
encourage people to try and look at that object whilst making the drawing. So we're actually not 
looking at the drawing. And also people think - 'Oh, that would be terrible. How can I make a good 
drawing because I'm not looking at it?' Some people have a low baseline of feeling like they can 
do something that's going to be any good. So in a way we've already changed the parameters of 
what quality is in the room. We've already changed the quality of "right" or "wrong". Because if you 
can't see it, then can it really be right or wrong? So I think we sort of create an equality. I would 
like to create an equality in the room where, whether we feel we're good at drawing or it's the first 
time, or we feel uncomfortable with it - perhaps in a playful state, we can create something where 
we can give ourselves permission to try, give ourselves permission to explore something. And then 
we can be surprised by it! We can laugh about it. We can have a moment of humour. We look at the 
drawing - it might look like the thing that we've been looking at, or not -but in a way it doesn't 
matter. It's about making that endeavour to try something new and being surprised by it. 

Heather Armstrong (11:27): 
We probably all grew up with that pressure where, even if nobody's said anything, you would 
always aware in your class who was "good" at drawing who was “the good drawer" and it'd maybe 
be like a couple of people. And then it's really... Probably because of the education system that 
we... most of us grew up would be like - 'Oh, well they're "good".' And [it was] about getting as 
close as possible to photo realism, isn't it? But actually why do we need to do that? Why does that 
need to define our art? 
 
Brian Hartley (11:58): 
Absolutely. I certainly went through that - I had an incredible art teacher at school who had 
actually taught my father at the same school - she'd been in the same school for a long time 
[laughs]. And she was an incredible art teacher, she inspired me to be an artist, but she was very 
traditional in her way. And it was definitely a sense of - who could draw in the class seemed to be 
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a sort of inherent thing that that just was a quality that you could just had and nobody else had 
any chance. Whereas I, you know, I'd like to think that if we are interested, we can be better at 
things because we share that [idea] in so many other subjects - we don't assume that someone is 
naturally necessarily a genius at physics or at all these other subjects that we study that require 
constant practice. The idea that there's a sense of practice - but we somehow think that drawing is 
not like that. And of course one can an interest and a natural skill. However, it takes practice, like 
all of the things that we do. 
 
Heather Armstrong (12:56): 
Yeah. But I think you're right. Anything that kind of takes away pressure isn't it? And just being able 
to be like - 'Oh, actually, you know, I'll draw with my eyes closed.' [or] 'I'll draw with my non-
dominant hand.' You know, it's just a lovely way to kind of explore that.  
 
And I think actually it's really important for practitioners to have that confidence in their own 
drawing. I have a big thing about "fake it till you make it." And that we all walk into these spaces 
thinking 'Oh, I can't do this' and 'I can't do that.' But if I make people - sometimes I make people - 
do this really kind of touchy feely thing where they... I get them to whisper their biggest fear in 
their hands. And then, you know... so it's kind like 'I can't dance!' and then cup it up and then throw 
it away. I'm just like - 'You don't need that. That's not what we need.' And just having lots of 
different, silly, fun ways to engage, I think is a brilliant way to try and kind of get rid of all that and 
be like… it's about the experience, isn't it?' 
 
Brian Hartley (13:56): 
Absolutely. And I think you're really right to talk about that sense of fun and playfulness. I think 
that's also at the heart of the work. I think if we're in a playful state of mind, then we are more 
open to new experiences. And it's not about right or wrong, it's about having the experience and 
being able to be confident sharing that with children, because I think the children learn a lot from 
how activities are presented. If a task is presented by someone who's anxious about delivering the 
task themselves, that's a very different thing than if someone is enthusiastic about it - whether 
they're any "good" at it is an entirely other thing! I think we can encourage children with a state of 
playfulness and a state of fun.  
 
And I also think there's a real value in children seeing teachers or adults exploring and 
experimenting and not knowing the answers as well. I think that's also a big learning experience 
that's really important. As adults we don't know all the answers either - and I think that's an 
experience we can share together. Often we can work things out together and we can learn 
together with children. 
 
Heather Armstrong (15:00): 
You've done some photography with wee ones as well, haven't you? 
 
Brian Hartley (15:04): 
Yeah. I had a wonderful project working with Stirling City Council. It was quite a long time ago 
now! At that time, Stirling had a really strong body of work inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, 
which they call "the documentation approach" to early learning - if I've got that correctly.  
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I worked over seven years with Stirling Council. I worked with every council nursery across the 
whole region. So from very rural settings in Crianlarich in the mountains to city centre in Stirling. 
So it was a really diverse [in terms of] socio and economic and political and personal areas. And my 
brief was originally to support the staff's confidence taking photographs of the children's learning. 
They were very interested in supporting the development of... showing the children's learning and 
capturing that through photography. So officially I was there to skill up the staff and invite them 
and encourage them to take better photographs of the children's learning. 
 
As an artist, I was also very interested in giving the cameras to the children. So I was often going in 
with a sort of two levels of approach of having a sort of coherent teaching plan for the teachers 
that would be interesting and generate the results that they were looking for, but also a curiosity 
of how would the children work with cameras and what can we do with the children? And when 
the project really took off those two things often came together and we had a real sense of co-
creating and learning and revisiting.  
 
And I really learned a lot about the language of education that the staff - who were incredibly 
passionate about what they were doing - were really sharing. I still hold onto a lot of that 
experience. And we had so many incredible experiences that happened with children and staff over 
that time where people were really encouraging - were really opening up their ways of seeing the 
world that it became... I think a project about ways of seeing and ways of seeing in different ways 
and [we learned] that the camera could become a vehicle for, in many cases, children who were 
sometimes not so confident to develop a skill and a sense of agency in the settings that was really 
profound for their development. 

Heather Armstrong (17:16): 
So, what kind of photographs did you encourage the children to take? Or was it just a case of 'have 
a camera, off you pop'? 
 
Brian Hartley (17:24): 
Well, at some levels, it was [about] developing confidence with the cameras. One project we 
devised in one of the settings - we came up with with the teacher, with this brilliant title called 
"The Eye Detectives". So there was three boys within the group who were in quite challenging 
situations. And the teacher felt they needed a little bit of support and assistance and that they 
wondered whether the camera could become important for them. And they started capturing parts 
of the nursery. They're looking at close-ups - we were looking at close-ups - of details around the 
nursery.  
 
So, I was encouraging them to really get in and about things and get their hands dirty and get the 
cameras in and about things - and also being sensible and not dropping them in the sandpit! And 
assuming that the children would look after the equipment. We had a real sense of 'let's assume 
that the children are going to be capable of looking after this equipment'. So, they duly did - the 
cameras were never broken.  
 
But the three boys really captured some beautiful close-up details, which they were very proud to 
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share with their peers and their classmates. And that gave them a tremendous sense of confidence. 
So looking at close-up details and capturing those - in really abstract ways, and they made these 
beautiful photographs - not subjective close-ups. 
We tested this project with another group where the teachers thought they would be really clever 
and they took the cameras and they took all the close-up photographs, and they printed all the 
results. And on the back of the photographs, they wrote down all the places where, because they 
weren't sure if they would remember where they all are and they printed them all out in cards and 
gave them out to the children. And within a very short space of time, the children knew exactly 
where all of the places were without having to refer to the information at all! So, you know, there 
was a lot of learning about that experience about the children's familiarity with texture and surface 
was part of so much part of their experience that was not part of the teacher's experience. 
 
So in the next phase of that project, we took close-up photographs of everyone's eyes. The children 
knew all the eyes of all the people in the class, but the teachers didn't and the children didn't 
recognise the adult's eyes. 

Heather Armstrong (19:41): 
That's so interesting. 

Brian Hartley (19:41): 
[Clarifying] They [the other children] recognised the children's eyes, but they didn't recognise the 
adult's eyes. 

Heather Armstrong (19:49): 
Is that about levels, d'you think? 

Brian Hartley (19:50): 
Perhaps. I wonder if the children are always seeing each other at close distance all the time, 
whereas the adults, as you, as you say, are at a different height level. So that was a good reason for 
getting the camera in and about. Getting the camera at the child's level was really important. 
 
Another project that I remember is one girl in a setting had a little toy rabbit, and she was very 
proud of the rabbit. And I invited her to take the camera and show us what her toy rabbit would 
see on a day in the nursery. 

Heather Armstrong (20:23): 
Aw! 

Brian Hartley (20:23): 
So she had all these amazing photos. The one I remember most is a photograph of the blue sky, so 
it just was completely blue. And I asked the little girl – ‘so what was the photograph?’ And she 
then - the member of staff she was with - showed us a photograph of the little girl with the toy 
rabbit. The rabbit was lying... was sitting on the table looking directly up at the sky. So the rabbit's 
eye view was the completely blue sky. And it was the photograph that the member of staff that had 
taken [of the wee girl and the bunny] that gave that photograph and the story, the context. So that 
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was a really good example of the teacher had really observed that moment and knew that that was 
an important moment for the child's learning and was able to capture that moment really 
specifically. 

Heather Armstrong (21:10): 
That's actually a really sophisticated understanding of empathy and other people's - literally other 
people's points of view. That's fascinating. 

Brian Hartley (21:21): 
Another one - the more I think about this the more stories! - but another one that I want to share, 
particularly, was, I was really interested in the camera being able to show scale and proportions 
and trying to use the camera to do creative, expressive tasks. So we were exploring what happens 
when an object is close to the camera. It's large when it's far away, it's small - so basic sense of 
perspective, proportion.  
 
So, I would get lots of children's toys - Lego was always the classic. So Lego model close to the 
camera is large. Child can be small when it's in the distance. So it can equalize the sense of scale 
so that we would have this complex situation where the camera would be on a chair and there 
would be a Lego model, close to the camera, and then further in the distance, there'd be some 
children having activities. And they would be the same size in the photograph as the Lego model. 
It's the thing of, when we go on holidays, we try and push over the Leaning Tower of Piza, which, 
you know, we've all done that on holidays! So it's about... That was probably before we all had 
phones that had such good cameras, but it was a real novelty. There was no camera trickery 
involved in it. 

 
So, one day we were doing this project and there's a little boy who was really passionate about 
airplanes and he built a fantastic Lego airplane. So we noticed that this was really important for 
the boy. And we arranged a photograph of him and we asked him to sit on a chair and imagine he 
was the pilot of the airplane. And we gave him a plate to become the wheel of the airplane. So he 
was sitting on that chair with the plate, piloting the airplane. We put the photograph - we arranged 
the photograph - so he was in the Lego airplane. And some of the other children were watching 
this and we took the photograph of it and recorded it so that the teacher could realise it with other 
children.  
 
And so that day, the boy went away telling his mum that he had flown the airplane and he had the 
photograph printed to show the evidence that he had flown the airplane! And six months later, 
when I went back, he was still... They were still alive with that sense of imagination and that boy's 
experience of flying the airplane.  
 
So, I felt like that was a really... for that moment, that was a really profound, creative experience of 
real embodiment and imagination. And then using a camera to enable someone's imagination, to 
be completely fulfilled with what was really alive them on that day. It was a really amazing 
moment that one experience! 
 
Heather Armstrong (23:50): 
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That's so lovely, and I guess it's that, I mean, so often I talk about creativity and relationships and 
how it's so important to have those relationships and to be able to bring creativity into the 
relationships that you already have with very young children - and just to be able to capitalise on 
that - to really tune into what that wee boy cared about. And then being [like] 'well, actually, here's 
a way to do that.' 
 
I don't remember if I told you this, but I know one of the practitioners that you trained, I think 
possibly in the first round of Creative Skills, what he did was he took, a giraffe... like a toy giraffe 
and did the perspective so that it looked like the giraffe was bigger than the children, but didn't 
tell them he was taking the photograph, and then went over to these wee girls who were just 
playing away and went 'Did you just see that giraffe?' and they were like 'What?" And then he 
showed them the photograph: 'Look! There was a giraffe in the nursery!' And it started this - 
because of what you've been talking about with the scale and things - it started this whole kind of 
imaginative creative discussion to be like 'Oh my goodness, where did it go?' and 'What's its 
name?' and all that, all that kind of thing as well. 
 
Brian Hartley (24:58): 
I love that it can happen out of very small, humble materials. Like I love that the camera - with a 
bit of clever thinking - can enable such a rich experience out of something that in a way is quite 
small, that not even... Most people didn't even notice that experience was going on, but yet if you 
notice it and you're aware of it you can tune into it and, as you say, you can really focus in on a 
child's experience and just see what will just enable that experience to be richer and grow.  
 
So, I think being an artist is about noticing things often. And I think these examples are all pointing 
that out. I think a lot of the work, the visual arts work is also like how can we notice our 
environments and use them in different ways? So I think it's a similar level of, can we notice things 
better? Can we look harder at things that are around us and not pay it... not take things for granted, 
look more carefully, pay attention to things, then we can use them creatively for all sorts of things 
more than we can anticipate that doesn't require buying expensive materials. 
 
Heather Armstrong (26:05): 
Yeah. Yeah. Well, particularly now, I suppose, because digital photography is so easily accessible 
and it's a lovely way as well of... particularly if children are non-verbal or not confident about their 
mark-making - it's a lovely way of giving them a voice, isn't it? 
 
Brian Hartley (26:22): 
Yeah. And I think in particular the camera as a voice was particularly relevant for some of the 
children that we worked with - the setting where we talked about “The Eye Detectives” - literally 
giving the children a voice, which they were... they were not using much in the setting was 
significant experience. And the speech and language therapists were also really commenting on 
the children's progress. And we felt that the photography work was significant in [building] their 
confidence with voice - which I... none of us had really anticipated that, but it was a really 
significant experience for those children's development. And literally the camera was giving people 
a voice in a way that they hadn't used in the setting previously. 
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Heather Armstrong (27:08): 
That's so exciting. I remember - just talking about speech and language - I remember going to a 
conference, a speech and language conference, a few years ago when they were talking about all 
the different approaches, because there's all kind of different kind of schemes and things, and I 
remember asking somebody 'What... you know... Is one better than the other?' - I'm not involved in 
all the kind of technical things. And she said, such a profound thing. She said: 'If you want children 
to speak, give them something to talk about.' 
 
Brian Hartley (27:38): 
That's exactly that example of... That moment of one boy speaking was so significant in the setting 
- massively significant, it took everybody by surprise - because he had taken a picture that only he 
knew what that was. So by framing that in a way where there was a sensitive, supportive 
environment, he trusted the framework that we'd set up. He trusted me being there, even though 
I'd only met him on one or two occasions, he trusted that was a safe environment. He had a piece 
of knowledge which only he knew what that was. And he sensed that that was the time for him to 
share that information. And there is a really significant moment. The teacher almost fell off her 
chair! [laughs] 
 
Heather Armstrong (28:25): 
[laughs] But it is lovely, isn't it? It's about... At that moment, I gave that boy... He was the expert. He 
was the only one. And it's [showing him that] what you say is important. 

Brian Hartley (28:34): 
They were really listening. Like we were really listening and paying attention. So we were 
evaluating what he had to say in that moment. So it's about listening and paying attention and 
value - all of those things - in that one moment were really present. 

Heather Armstrong (28:46): 
Oh Brian! I'm tearing up here! That's so lovely. And you were running some training for us outdoors 
recently weren't you? 
 
Brian Hartley (28:58): 
I was doing a session a few weeks back, which was the first Creative Skills session since COVID 
appeared on the scene. So we were with a very capable set up in the setting where they'd really 
made everything feel really safe. We worked outdoors. All the staff are completely confident and 
capable of being outdoors. We're really ready to be active outdoors. And it was an awesome time! 
So we had all the glorious colours on the trees. However, it was pouring with rain. It was not a 
straightforward day to be outdoors, but full credit to all the staff for embarking on an outdoor 
learning [session] on a less than ideal day! Full credit to everyone for embracing that. I was 
interested in, sort of, the natural world, and a sense of noticing, observing things. 
 
And I invited people to make some mandalas or circle patterns which... the day that I was doing the 
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workshop also coincided with a Hindu festival2. It felt like it made real sense to do the activity at 
that particular time. And so the staff were... I asked them to collect leaves and objects around the 
playground to bring them all back and then to start arranging them in a concentric pattern. And 
they had a good time. They found lots of amazing objects, arranged them on tables, [and] were 
very clever and inventive. The patterns were growing to involve tables and benches and all sorts of 
things. We were physically rearranging the entire playground. 
 
And the staff - the staff really enjoyed it - but one member of staff was really talking about their 
sense of focus and concentration and it reminded me of the conversations around flow and 
creativity and how being absorbed in and immersed in an activity can have this quality of flow that 
we talk about... And that even though I hadn't really talked about the workshop or the activity 
being about mindfulness as such, it felt like by doing the activity by the repetition of making the 
patterns and by being absorbed in the task that the staff were picking up the sense of 
concentration and mindfulness, which is so marketed and branded these days, it felt like that 
activity in itself offered an experience of mindfulness in and of itself. Which, with mandalas, as a 
sort of spiritual history of design has a long history of focus and concentration going back to 
ancient churches all around the world. So, it definitely taps into very strong social and 
philosophical and interesting history of how people make patterns and designs and what that 
means to us as human beings. 
 
So I was sort of aware that that could happen, but I didn't quite expect the conversation to be so 
easy, and for the staff to notice this themselves out of their own experience. So, without having to 
talk about things that seemed in any way, esoteric or unusual, people were having this interesting 
experience, which they found really satisfying and really enjoyable. 
 
So we'd all done the activity of making the mandalas, and then I threw in the curve ball of - 'let's 
do some movement activities!' - out of this visual arts activity. So I'd been speaking to a very good 
friend who's an Indian classical dancer - this classical dance form called Bharatanatyam - which is 
an Indian classical dance form [that] traditionally was performed in temples3. And it's a very visual 
dance form with lots of incredible gestures and very specific details with people's hands. So I 
shared a little bit about this dance form, not as an expert or having done much of it at all. 
However, we just mentioned... I talked a little bit about the form and invited the staff to choose a 
gesture, or find a gesture with their hands to represent the different objects that they've chosen 
whilst making their mandalas. And very quickly, they made a little phrase of choreography, as it 
were, they made three or four little gestures which they all learned in groups and shared with each 
other. So out of those leaves, we made both the visual arts experience on a piece of dance. 
 
Heather Armstrong (33:10): 
It's so interesting because I know from when my wee girl was at nursery, that patterns are 
absolutely part of the kind of curriculum and what they want to try and cover. What it sounds like 
you've described is a very organic process of, you know, people found the rhythm, the repetition of 

 
2 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet and Mandala Patterns Wee Inspirations idea 
card at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
3 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
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the pattern in their art work, and then could transform that into that rhythm and repetition and 
pattern within the movements. And it just makes me wonder whether there's a different approach 
that we could be encouraging? Exploring it [patterns] through art and exploring it through visual 
art and exploring it through movement? 
 
Brian Hartley (33:47): 
Because out of those things is learning - other learning things - can come. So making patterns very 
quickly becomes in the realm of maths and patterns and geometry and systems and numbers and 
order. So in a way you can't really separate those, because... I think if you think of people in a 
science sphere working, perhaps at the sort of research level, I think this is an artistry about some 
of the things that people are doing. Art taps into so many parts of our lives - it's a way of seeing 
the world, a way of experiencing things and commenting and sharing that. 
 
Heather Armstrong (34:20): 
Yeah, absolutely. And actually, that's one thing when you were talking about making all those 
different connections, I think that's one thing that early years practitioners are really good at. And 
that's why I miss the real life training - and why I'm so glad you got to do some. If you can give 
them that spark, that artistic idea, and then they try it, and just have that 'Ah! We'll just give it a 
go! - that great attitude... Once you give a go, once children start engaging, then early years 
practitioners are still good at going 'Oh, well, that connects to that. And that connects to that. And 
actually that's that' - just combining that mark-making and movement, you could cover so many 
schemas and then it's about tapping into whichever schema children are already interested in and 
saying, 'Well, actually, this is how we could do that in a mark-making sense - this is how we could 
[do] that in the movement sense.' 
 
Brian Hartley (35:08): 
And I think it's also that schemas are things that we observe - they're manifestations of things that 
happen. But I sometimes think that they are in the eye of the observer. I think in terms of what 
things that we see - what our filter is like - if I'm thinking about something in a visual [arts] sense, 
perhaps I'll see a certain schema. In [that] example, I might see a certain schema [but] then if I 
think of someone like Skye Reynolds - she's done all this work with movement - perhaps Skye's 
movement expertise may see something else. 
 
Whilst the schemas are there as patterns that happen, I think what's also interesting is what we 
notice as adults with our own expectations and our own awareness. I think that's also another layer 
of it that we notice things differently to each other. 
 
Heather Armstrong (35:53): 
Yeah. And I guess that's a lovely thing about involving artists in early years settings is just being 
able to get that kind of like slightly different kind of perspective. 
 
Brian Hartley (36:03): 
We have a sense of artistry to what we notice that perhaps other people just don't even see - in 
terms of how people arrange things or whatever aesthetic choices children have. As an artist, 
perhaps I think we're more sensitive - we can be more sensitive to that - than other than the staff 
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who are perhaps looking from a more educational perspective and seeing things on a child's 
development level, which is - I find really fascinating when you get those two things together. But 
I think the artists can bring a different way of seeing the environment. It comes back to ways of 
seeing again. 
 
Heather Armstrong (36:33): 
Yeah, I think though... I think staff can get into that kind of artistic mindset. 
 
Brian Hartley (36:38): 
And I really experienced that on so many times in the work in Stirling where it really felt like the 
staff were learning alongside the children. So the staff would notice an interest amongst the 
children and their work was - first of all, to notice that - but then how to frame that and to enable 
that to become a topic of research which could go on for a week or a month or a term or a year or 
longer in some ways, if certain themes became really interesting and alive, there was all sorts of 
extended research practices.  
 
Which, as an artist, I found really fascinating because I think that's what artists do - we become 
interested in the thing, and we worry [over it], we work at it, we go in a studio or we do whatever 
we do with it. We keep exploring it. We don't always need to know where it's going, but it leads 
into some results. And I felt so many connections with how the staff were working and how artists 
can work - that was really inspiring to me as an artist.  
 
And I saw a real artistry and really interesting creative explorations [and] endeavours by the staff. 
It was... I think that's one of the reasons that kept me interested in working with early years is 
those experiences between staff and children working and learning together and the sheer 
creativity of the things that they were coming up with, which was constantly inspiring me when I'd 
turn up at the different settings and notice whatever they were working on on that particular day. 
 
Heather Armstrong (37:57): 
I'm just thinking about 2021 and the practitioners that are listening to this and how they can kind 
of go forward into their new year - and just that idea of that creative process. So that creative 
relationship that they have with the children that they work with. I think it's not spoken about 
enough, and I think it's not praised enough. And I just take a wee moment to say - you're 
absolutely right, what practitioners can and do do with their young children to keep sparking that 
imagination is absolutely wonderful. So if we can give them a few ideas to keep them fresh and 
keep them interested! 
 
Brian Hartley (38:33): 
And also when I hear you talking about the idea of the giraffe, I think if we can offer something 
that can then grow and develop into someone else's creative imagination, then that's even better! 
Like, I think what we can offer is something more than just a series of easy solutions that will 
easily fix things. I think the potential of what we offer in Creative Skills is ideas and provocations 
that can then be open to be shaped by people's own creativity themselves.  
 
And a great example is that story of the giraffe that whatever we shared in a workshop a long time 
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ago - that grew into something else. It was really alive for the member of staff and the children at 
that particular time.  
 
And that's a fantastic example of [the] success of Creative Skills and how that can really grow and 
blossom for staff members, who really become invested in something and really champion the 
work for their children and their communities. And it has a profound effect on the communities 
around the nursery as well in the settings. I think it becomes obvious to the families when that 
creativity is really emerging, it has an impact upon the wider community in terms of children's 
visibility and agency. I think art can have that advocacy for children's agency in the world, which is 
also politically and socially really important these days. 

Heather Armstrong (39:50): 
Listen, it's been so lovely talking to you, Brian. Thank you so much. Do you have any last kind of 
words of wisdom - you've already given us too much - but just in case there's anything that I 
haven't asked you? 
 
Brian Hartley (40:02): 
I can't think of anything else. I've really enjoyed it actually! I love the conversations... the 
conversations with you always flow into these unexpected, fantastic moments, Heather. It's always, 
you know, I think they're always really interesting and fascinating. So I think the longer we would 
talk, the more things we would find to share. But thank you for listening so far! 
 
Heather Armstrong (40:23): 
Oh no, it's been absolutely fantastic. I'm really looking forward to your Zoom sessions as well 
where you can take people through some of these creative experiences and we can have more 
conversations like this live online. 
 
Brian Hartley (40:35): 
And I'm looking forward to delivering these on Zoom. That's going to be another new experience! 
So I'm excited to where that can grow to - as a creative experiment and the exploration. 
 
Heather Armstrong (40:46): 
It's all about those creative relationships, isn't it? We're just forging them across the internet. 
Thank you so much Brian, I'll speak to you soon. 

Brian Hartley (40:53): 
Great. Thank you, Heather I'll speak to you soon! Bye! 

Heather Armstrong (40:54): 
Bye! 

Catherine Wilson (40:57): 
Thanks for listening. Your feedback is absolutely vital to what we do and helps ensure we can keep 
making our resources free and accessible to anyone who needs them. If you fill in our survey about 
any of the creative skills, online resources at www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/creativeskillsonline, you 
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will automatically be entered into our prize draw where you could win £50 worth of art supplies 
for your setting. It only takes five minutes and it really helps us out. 

 
The Creative Skills podcast was hosted by Heather Armstrong and our guests was Brian Hartley. 
You can find out more about at www.stillmotion.co.uk. 
 
Every episode of our podcast comes with resources that you can access online to continue the 
creative conversation with your colleagues or spark even more inspiration. You can find this 
episodes, videos, reflective practice worksheet, and sign up for a live online chat with Brian at 
www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5. 
 
Our intro music is "Road Building" composed by Abigail Sinar and performed by the RSNO for "Hup" 
in 2014. 
 
The Creative Skills podcast as part of Starcatchers' Creative Skills programme - training for the ELC 
workforce in Scotland funded by the Scottish Government. To find out more head to 
www.starcatchers.org.uk and click on "Professional Development for Early Learning and Childcare". 
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www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5
www.starcatchers.org.uk%20

	Transcript Front Page
	Ep 5 Brian Transcription




Transcript 
 


Heather Armstrong (00:17): 
Welcome to episode five of Starcatchers Creative Skills Online. I'm Heather Armstrong. On this 
podcast, we're hosting a series of chats with [the] amazing artists who usually deliver our training 
for the early years workforce in Scotland. 
 
Happy New Year, and welcome to 2021! When I was thinking about this episode, I swithered a lot 
about whether we should be encouraging everyone to make New Year's resolutions about 
creativity. And I think I was hesitant because a lot of the time New Year's resolutions focus on 
what's wrong and then how we can make plans to put things right. 
 
But this is January 2021. And for a lot of people all our plans are all out the window before we've 
even started the year. But let's look on the bright site: we are all flexible, creative practitioners, 
and we faced this particular creative challenge before. We know our North Star; we know what's 
important. Our wee ones still need opportunities to be creative, to express themselves, to process 
what's happening and to drive their own learning. So, whether you're working in the hubs or 
supporting families remotely, we have ideas and resources that can help support creativity in early 
years. 
 
And as adults who support wee ones, we need to be inspired and supported, and we need those 
moments of creativity, wonder and joy too. I hope you get a bit of that from this podcast. And I 
hope you'll join us live for some online Creative Chats too. 
 
If you're an early years practitioner who works in a child-led environment, you'll know yourself, you 
have to be really good at spotting those opportunities for creativity and learning as they appear. 
And when it comes to the expressive arts, one of the most effective ways to do this is to work in a 
multi-disciplinary way. When you start to see the connections between music and movement and 
visual art and drama, the whole curriculum starts to open up in a way that's exciting and relevant 
and interesting for the wee ones you work with.  
 
Today's guest has a practice that really reflects how children learn. He's delivered sessions with us 
in visual arts, movement and photography. It's my pleasure to welcome Brian Hartley. Hi, Brian 
How you doing? 
 
Brian Hartley (02:24): 
Good, thanks Heather! Great to do this conversation. I'm looking forward to it today. 
 
Heather Armstrong (02:30): 
It's good fun, it's good fun. I'm just going to kick off with asking the same question I ask all our 
Creative Skills artists. So, could you tell us, Brian, a wee bit about your practice with wee ones? 
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Brian Hartley (02:40): 
Okay. Thanks Heather. So I've got a very multi-disciplinary practice. I originally studied visual arts 
at Glasgow School of Art. And actually I remember there was always an option for art for children 
when I was studying there - strangely, I didn't take part in that activity. However, over the years, 
my practice has become more connected with working with children - in particular young children 
- through a whole variety of different projects and different media. 
 
So I've worked with Starcatchers on the Creative Skills programme for many years, delivering 
workshops around Scotland with childcare practitioners. So my practice combines the visual arts 
work - which I began [with] studying - but also now embraces theatre and performance, design, 
photography. So it's a very eclectic practice. I think I like learning and exploring new things, not 
necessarily being an expert in things. 
 
I think that's one of the reasons why I love working with young children - that sense of discovering 
things for the first time - the sense of newness and freshness that children bring to how they are 
experiencing and how they see the world. And I also love the sheer creative variation of how 
children respond and see and experience the world, whether that's using a camera in an 
unconventional way or on a dance floor - making unusual or creative dance responses. I've been 
very fortunate to have toured internationally with one of my projects called "We Dance, Wee 
Groove" which has taken me pretty much around the world... sharing dance and improvisation and 
creative play with children. That's been an incredible life experience as much as a professional 
experience and it began with working with Starcatchers. 
 
Heather Armstrong (04:28): 
I love the multidisciplinary approach that you take to the arts. And I think you bring a real kind of 
curiosity to everything you do - which is so important working with early years. And I know we do 
talk - you know, in the Creative Skills programme - we will talk about "visual art", we talk about 
"movement", we talk about "music" - but there's always a recognition that actually we don't work in 
silos and we do need to respond to what young children are interested in. And for you being that - 
I was going to call you a triple threat, but maybe you're more than that - it's just so useful to have 
someone just genuinely creative and responsive in the room. 
 
Brian Hartley (05:03): 
And I also think much as we talk about the different "disciplines" and "silos" and so on - children, I 
believe, don't have that separation. I think they experience life as in how they experience it. So I 
feel like I've experienced, in so many cases, that dance leads into music, leads into visual arts and 
that there's no real boundaries between them. Creativity is just what comes out of children's 
experience of the world. And I think we can harness that in so many ways.  
 
And I always... I feel like when I go into the Creative Skills session, often I'm billed as being "the 
visual artist", but I love starting the session with a movement section and getting people moving, 
which really puts people in their bodies physically before they start to make any creative work. 
And, you know, I love that sense of - we can explore things in different ways if we're open and 
being curious. I think that's a really good point you've made about being curious about the world - 
I think it's really vital and really important. 
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Heather Armstrong (05:59): 
I remember doing that movement section, the first time I was in one of your sessions, and I was 
just like: 'What's going on? [laughs] What's going on?' and then as soon as we sat down and I was 
like - 'Oh, this makes so much sense!' - we need to physically understand the movements. We need 
to physically understand the shapes before we sit down and put a pen in anyone's hands. And it 
was just... It was a beautiful moment for me - and another moment where I just got to go: 'You're 
so clever. I'm so glad we've got him working on this!'  
 
And again, I'm not that confident a mark-maker. I'm not that confident a drawer. So yeah, to just go 
through that process first and be like - 'Oh, okay... This is... This absolutely making sense.' 
 
What are some of your favourite ideas to share [in Creative Skills sessions]? 
 
Brian Hartley (06:47): 
Something I really love is the idea of "taking a line for a walk". It's a statement that came from a 
visual artist called Paul Klee, who worked in Germany in a famous design school called the 
Bauhaus1. And he's a very famous visual artist and painter with abstract paintings back in the 
1920s, which is, I can't believe, a hundred years ago - people were making this incredible work. 
 
So he talked about abstract art and he had a sense of "a line is a dot that has gone for a walk" or it 
is moving. So I love that sense of [the] physicality of a drawing. So that's something that I use as a 
drawing task, but I also try and make that a visual arts task. So, in doing that activity I'm already... I 
would already ask people to imagine - for example - imagine they've got a paintbrush in their hand 
and to take that paintbrush with whatever colour of paint or material and take it for a journey 
around in the air and imagine making a painting in the air. And then to translate that experience 
when we move on to paper is repeating some of that same experience with holding a pen and 
paper. So we were able to have a very experiential movement experience - which is not bound by 
doing something on a two dimensional piece of paper. 
 
And then we, I think, and I feel that that informs and changes the potential of a visual arts drawing, 
because I think sometimes the blank paper - it can be very threatening. It seems strange to say 
this, but I think a blank piece of paper can be quite a dominating thing because what do you do for 
your first mark? It's quite intimidating because you might make a mess. You might make a 
"mistake" - in a way there are no mistakes. However, if we can break that moment of anxiety and 
make that first invitation to draw a playful one, then I think it leads to a more interesting outcome. 
So that's an example of that cross between a movement exercise into a visual arts activity, which I 
use a lot. 
 
Heather Armstrong (08:46): 
Absolutely. And it is that thing, that the blank paper is intimidating and I know talking to 
practitioners, they'll say - you know - 'Well, we've got pens and paper out all the time’, or ‘we've 
got an easel that nobody uses.' And it's just that thing to say - it can be intimidating and it's that 


 
1 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
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you can do that one move and then you're like 'Oh, that's wrong.' And then it's so easy to get put 
off isn't it? 


Brian Hartley (09:13): 
It is and I think we judge ourselves very quickly. We have a very... we often have a very self-critical 
opinion of our abilities. So many people, when I ask - when I do the Creative Skills project - I often 
ask people if anyone has had an experience in their life where they've been told they weren't very 
good at drawing. And it's amazing how many people in the room - sometimes the majority of 
people in the room - will put their hands up. And there are many stories of people being sharing 
experiences of their drawings being criticized or critiqued. And they're adults. They've still got that 
experience. And it's really a profound experience of being criticized for something that - where 
you've made an endeavour to make something - and someone else has told you "it's just not very 
good" or "not good enough". So I think...I'm very aware of that. And I'm trying to find ways of 
getting around that. 


 
So, another example for that experience, cause we see something we don't like it it's very... We 
have to really be determined and pursue it. So another task is I encourage people to try not to look 
at the paper when they're making their drawings. So if we're doing an observed drawing in the 
room, which could be looking just at something out the window or looking at the room, I try and 
encourage people to try and look at that object whilst making the drawing. So we're actually not 
looking at the drawing. And also people think - 'Oh, that would be terrible. How can I make a good 
drawing because I'm not looking at it?' Some people have a low baseline of feeling like they can 
do something that's going to be any good. So in a way we've already changed the parameters of 
what quality is in the room. We've already changed the quality of "right" or "wrong". Because if you 
can't see it, then can it really be right or wrong? So I think we sort of create an equality. I would 
like to create an equality in the room where, whether we feel we're good at drawing or it's the first 
time, or we feel uncomfortable with it - perhaps in a playful state, we can create something where 
we can give ourselves permission to try, give ourselves permission to explore something. And then 
we can be surprised by it! We can laugh about it. We can have a moment of humour. We look at the 
drawing - it might look like the thing that we've been looking at, or not -but in a way it doesn't 
matter. It's about making that endeavour to try something new and being surprised by it. 


Heather Armstrong (11:27): 
We probably all grew up with that pressure where, even if nobody's said anything, you would 
always aware in your class who was "good" at drawing who was “the good drawer" and it'd maybe 
be like a couple of people. And then it's really... Probably because of the education system that 
we... most of us grew up would be like - 'Oh, well they're "good".' And [it was] about getting as 
close as possible to photo realism, isn't it? But actually why do we need to do that? Why does that 
need to define our art? 
 
Brian Hartley (11:58): 
Absolutely. I certainly went through that - I had an incredible art teacher at school who had 
actually taught my father at the same school - she'd been in the same school for a long time 
[laughs]. And she was an incredible art teacher, she inspired me to be an artist, but she was very 
traditional in her way. And it was definitely a sense of - who could draw in the class seemed to be 
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a sort of inherent thing that that just was a quality that you could just had and nobody else had 
any chance. Whereas I, you know, I'd like to think that if we are interested, we can be better at 
things because we share that [idea] in so many other subjects - we don't assume that someone is 
naturally necessarily a genius at physics or at all these other subjects that we study that require 
constant practice. The idea that there's a sense of practice - but we somehow think that drawing is 
not like that. And of course one can an interest and a natural skill. However, it takes practice, like 
all of the things that we do. 
 
Heather Armstrong (12:56): 
Yeah. But I think you're right. Anything that kind of takes away pressure isn't it? And just being able 
to be like - 'Oh, actually, you know, I'll draw with my eyes closed.' [or] 'I'll draw with my non-
dominant hand.' You know, it's just a lovely way to kind of explore that.  
 
And I think actually it's really important for practitioners to have that confidence in their own 
drawing. I have a big thing about "fake it till you make it." And that we all walk into these spaces 
thinking 'Oh, I can't do this' and 'I can't do that.' But if I make people - sometimes I make people - 
do this really kind of touchy feely thing where they... I get them to whisper their biggest fear in 
their hands. And then, you know... so it's kind like 'I can't dance!' and then cup it up and then throw 
it away. I'm just like - 'You don't need that. That's not what we need.' And just having lots of 
different, silly, fun ways to engage, I think is a brilliant way to try and kind of get rid of all that and 
be like… it's about the experience, isn't it?' 
 
Brian Hartley (13:56): 
Absolutely. And I think you're really right to talk about that sense of fun and playfulness. I think 
that's also at the heart of the work. I think if we're in a playful state of mind, then we are more 
open to new experiences. And it's not about right or wrong, it's about having the experience and 
being able to be confident sharing that with children, because I think the children learn a lot from 
how activities are presented. If a task is presented by someone who's anxious about delivering the 
task themselves, that's a very different thing than if someone is enthusiastic about it - whether 
they're any "good" at it is an entirely other thing! I think we can encourage children with a state of 
playfulness and a state of fun.  
 
And I also think there's a real value in children seeing teachers or adults exploring and 
experimenting and not knowing the answers as well. I think that's also a big learning experience 
that's really important. As adults we don't know all the answers either - and I think that's an 
experience we can share together. Often we can work things out together and we can learn 
together with children. 
 
Heather Armstrong (15:00): 
You've done some photography with wee ones as well, haven't you? 
 
Brian Hartley (15:04): 
Yeah. I had a wonderful project working with Stirling City Council. It was quite a long time ago 
now! At that time, Stirling had a really strong body of work inspired by the Reggio Emilia approach, 
which they call "the documentation approach" to early learning - if I've got that correctly.  
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I worked over seven years with Stirling Council. I worked with every council nursery across the 
whole region. So from very rural settings in Crianlarich in the mountains to city centre in Stirling. 
So it was a really diverse [in terms of] socio and economic and political and personal areas. And my 
brief was originally to support the staff's confidence taking photographs of the children's learning. 
They were very interested in supporting the development of... showing the children's learning and 
capturing that through photography. So officially I was there to skill up the staff and invite them 
and encourage them to take better photographs of the children's learning. 
 
As an artist, I was also very interested in giving the cameras to the children. So I was often going in 
with a sort of two levels of approach of having a sort of coherent teaching plan for the teachers 
that would be interesting and generate the results that they were looking for, but also a curiosity 
of how would the children work with cameras and what can we do with the children? And when 
the project really took off those two things often came together and we had a real sense of co-
creating and learning and revisiting.  
 
And I really learned a lot about the language of education that the staff - who were incredibly 
passionate about what they were doing - were really sharing. I still hold onto a lot of that 
experience. And we had so many incredible experiences that happened with children and staff over 
that time where people were really encouraging - were really opening up their ways of seeing the 
world that it became... I think a project about ways of seeing and ways of seeing in different ways 
and [we learned] that the camera could become a vehicle for, in many cases, children who were 
sometimes not so confident to develop a skill and a sense of agency in the settings that was really 
profound for their development. 


Heather Armstrong (17:16): 
So, what kind of photographs did you encourage the children to take? Or was it just a case of 'have 
a camera, off you pop'? 
 
Brian Hartley (17:24): 
Well, at some levels, it was [about] developing confidence with the cameras. One project we 
devised in one of the settings - we came up with with the teacher, with this brilliant title called 
"The Eye Detectives". So there was three boys within the group who were in quite challenging 
situations. And the teacher felt they needed a little bit of support and assistance and that they 
wondered whether the camera could become important for them. And they started capturing parts 
of the nursery. They're looking at close-ups - we were looking at close-ups - of details around the 
nursery.  
 
So, I was encouraging them to really get in and about things and get their hands dirty and get the 
cameras in and about things - and also being sensible and not dropping them in the sandpit! And 
assuming that the children would look after the equipment. We had a real sense of 'let's assume 
that the children are going to be capable of looking after this equipment'. So, they duly did - the 
cameras were never broken.  
 
But the three boys really captured some beautiful close-up details, which they were very proud to 
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share with their peers and their classmates. And that gave them a tremendous sense of confidence. 
So looking at close-up details and capturing those - in really abstract ways, and they made these 
beautiful photographs - not subjective close-ups. 
We tested this project with another group where the teachers thought they would be really clever 
and they took the cameras and they took all the close-up photographs, and they printed all the 
results. And on the back of the photographs, they wrote down all the places where, because they 
weren't sure if they would remember where they all are and they printed them all out in cards and 
gave them out to the children. And within a very short space of time, the children knew exactly 
where all of the places were without having to refer to the information at all! So, you know, there 
was a lot of learning about that experience about the children's familiarity with texture and surface 
was part of so much part of their experience that was not part of the teacher's experience. 
 
So in the next phase of that project, we took close-up photographs of everyone's eyes. The children 
knew all the eyes of all the people in the class, but the teachers didn't and the children didn't 
recognise the adult's eyes. 


Heather Armstrong (19:41): 
That's so interesting. 


Brian Hartley (19:41): 
[Clarifying] They [the other children] recognised the children's eyes, but they didn't recognise the 
adult's eyes. 


Heather Armstrong (19:49): 
Is that about levels, d'you think? 


Brian Hartley (19:50): 
Perhaps. I wonder if the children are always seeing each other at close distance all the time, 
whereas the adults, as you, as you say, are at a different height level. So that was a good reason for 
getting the camera in and about. Getting the camera at the child's level was really important. 
 
Another project that I remember is one girl in a setting had a little toy rabbit, and she was very 
proud of the rabbit. And I invited her to take the camera and show us what her toy rabbit would 
see on a day in the nursery. 


Heather Armstrong (20:23): 
Aw! 


Brian Hartley (20:23): 
So she had all these amazing photos. The one I remember most is a photograph of the blue sky, so 
it just was completely blue. And I asked the little girl – ‘so what was the photograph?’ And she 
then - the member of staff she was with - showed us a photograph of the little girl with the toy 
rabbit. The rabbit was lying... was sitting on the table looking directly up at the sky. So the rabbit's 
eye view was the completely blue sky. And it was the photograph that the member of staff that had 
taken [of the wee girl and the bunny] that gave that photograph and the story, the context. So that 
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was a really good example of the teacher had really observed that moment and knew that that was 
an important moment for the child's learning and was able to capture that moment really 
specifically. 


Heather Armstrong (21:10): 
That's actually a really sophisticated understanding of empathy and other people's - literally other 
people's points of view. That's fascinating. 


Brian Hartley (21:21): 
Another one - the more I think about this the more stories! - but another one that I want to share, 
particularly, was, I was really interested in the camera being able to show scale and proportions 
and trying to use the camera to do creative, expressive tasks. So we were exploring what happens 
when an object is close to the camera. It's large when it's far away, it's small - so basic sense of 
perspective, proportion.  
 
So, I would get lots of children's toys - Lego was always the classic. So Lego model close to the 
camera is large. Child can be small when it's in the distance. So it can equalize the sense of scale 
so that we would have this complex situation where the camera would be on a chair and there 
would be a Lego model, close to the camera, and then further in the distance, there'd be some 
children having activities. And they would be the same size in the photograph as the Lego model. 
It's the thing of, when we go on holidays, we try and push over the Leaning Tower of Piza, which, 
you know, we've all done that on holidays! So it's about... That was probably before we all had 
phones that had such good cameras, but it was a real novelty. There was no camera trickery 
involved in it. 


 
So, one day we were doing this project and there's a little boy who was really passionate about 
airplanes and he built a fantastic Lego airplane. So we noticed that this was really important for 
the boy. And we arranged a photograph of him and we asked him to sit on a chair and imagine he 
was the pilot of the airplane. And we gave him a plate to become the wheel of the airplane. So he 
was sitting on that chair with the plate, piloting the airplane. We put the photograph - we arranged 
the photograph - so he was in the Lego airplane. And some of the other children were watching 
this and we took the photograph of it and recorded it so that the teacher could realise it with other 
children.  
 
And so that day, the boy went away telling his mum that he had flown the airplane and he had the 
photograph printed to show the evidence that he had flown the airplane! And six months later, 
when I went back, he was still... They were still alive with that sense of imagination and that boy's 
experience of flying the airplane.  
 
So, I felt like that was a really... for that moment, that was a really profound, creative experience of 
real embodiment and imagination. And then using a camera to enable someone's imagination, to 
be completely fulfilled with what was really alive them on that day. It was a really amazing 
moment that one experience! 
 
Heather Armstrong (23:50): 
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That's so lovely, and I guess it's that, I mean, so often I talk about creativity and relationships and 
how it's so important to have those relationships and to be able to bring creativity into the 
relationships that you already have with very young children - and just to be able to capitalise on 
that - to really tune into what that wee boy cared about. And then being [like] 'well, actually, here's 
a way to do that.' 
 
I don't remember if I told you this, but I know one of the practitioners that you trained, I think 
possibly in the first round of Creative Skills, what he did was he took, a giraffe... like a toy giraffe 
and did the perspective so that it looked like the giraffe was bigger than the children, but didn't 
tell them he was taking the photograph, and then went over to these wee girls who were just 
playing away and went 'Did you just see that giraffe?' and they were like 'What?" And then he 
showed them the photograph: 'Look! There was a giraffe in the nursery!' And it started this - 
because of what you've been talking about with the scale and things - it started this whole kind of 
imaginative creative discussion to be like 'Oh my goodness, where did it go?' and 'What's its 
name?' and all that, all that kind of thing as well. 
 
Brian Hartley (24:58): 
I love that it can happen out of very small, humble materials. Like I love that the camera - with a 
bit of clever thinking - can enable such a rich experience out of something that in a way is quite 
small, that not even... Most people didn't even notice that experience was going on, but yet if you 
notice it and you're aware of it you can tune into it and, as you say, you can really focus in on a 
child's experience and just see what will just enable that experience to be richer and grow.  
 
So, I think being an artist is about noticing things often. And I think these examples are all pointing 
that out. I think a lot of the work, the visual arts work is also like how can we notice our 
environments and use them in different ways? So I think it's a similar level of, can we notice things 
better? Can we look harder at things that are around us and not pay it... not take things for granted, 
look more carefully, pay attention to things, then we can use them creatively for all sorts of things 
more than we can anticipate that doesn't require buying expensive materials. 
 
Heather Armstrong (26:05): 
Yeah. Yeah. Well, particularly now, I suppose, because digital photography is so easily accessible 
and it's a lovely way as well of... particularly if children are non-verbal or not confident about their 
mark-making - it's a lovely way of giving them a voice, isn't it? 
 
Brian Hartley (26:22): 
Yeah. And I think in particular the camera as a voice was particularly relevant for some of the 
children that we worked with - the setting where we talked about “The Eye Detectives” - literally 
giving the children a voice, which they were... they were not using much in the setting was 
significant experience. And the speech and language therapists were also really commenting on 
the children's progress. And we felt that the photography work was significant in [building] their 
confidence with voice - which I... none of us had really anticipated that, but it was a really 
significant experience for those children's development. And literally the camera was giving people 
a voice in a way that they hadn't used in the setting previously. 
 



https://www.temi.com/editor/t/Op1nC24Q0wXlXSEz8FriWq7Ye9dQXeWkE3sjGGpr2acbtdu-st6SS_VrQadIfW3VQ-MpMuu86zPYDNVqnvbQpKhlnCI?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1498.63

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/Op1nC24Q0wXlXSEz8FriWq7Ye9dQXeWkE3sjGGpr2acbtdu-st6SS_VrQadIfW3VQ-MpMuu86zPYDNVqnvbQpKhlnCI?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1565.08

https://www.temi.com/editor/t/Op1nC24Q0wXlXSEz8FriWq7Ye9dQXeWkE3sjGGpr2acbtdu-st6SS_VrQadIfW3VQ-MpMuu86zPYDNVqnvbQpKhlnCI?loadFrom=DocumentDeeplink&ts=1582.12





Heather Armstrong (27:08): 
That's so exciting. I remember - just talking about speech and language - I remember going to a 
conference, a speech and language conference, a few years ago when they were talking about all 
the different approaches, because there's all kind of different kind of schemes and things, and I 
remember asking somebody 'What... you know... Is one better than the other?' - I'm not involved in 
all the kind of technical things. And she said, such a profound thing. She said: 'If you want children 
to speak, give them something to talk about.' 
 
Brian Hartley (27:38): 
That's exactly that example of... That moment of one boy speaking was so significant in the setting 
- massively significant, it took everybody by surprise - because he had taken a picture that only he 
knew what that was. So by framing that in a way where there was a sensitive, supportive 
environment, he trusted the framework that we'd set up. He trusted me being there, even though 
I'd only met him on one or two occasions, he trusted that was a safe environment. He had a piece 
of knowledge which only he knew what that was. And he sensed that that was the time for him to 
share that information. And there is a really significant moment. The teacher almost fell off her 
chair! [laughs] 
 
Heather Armstrong (28:25): 
[laughs] But it is lovely, isn't it? It's about... At that moment, I gave that boy... He was the expert. He 
was the only one. And it's [showing him that] what you say is important. 


Brian Hartley (28:34): 
They were really listening. Like we were really listening and paying attention. So we were 
evaluating what he had to say in that moment. So it's about listening and paying attention and 
value - all of those things - in that one moment were really present. 


Heather Armstrong (28:46): 
Oh Brian! I'm tearing up here! That's so lovely. And you were running some training for us outdoors 
recently weren't you? 
 
Brian Hartley (28:58): 
I was doing a session a few weeks back, which was the first Creative Skills session since COVID 
appeared on the scene. So we were with a very capable set up in the setting where they'd really 
made everything feel really safe. We worked outdoors. All the staff are completely confident and 
capable of being outdoors. We're really ready to be active outdoors. And it was an awesome time! 
So we had all the glorious colours on the trees. However, it was pouring with rain. It was not a 
straightforward day to be outdoors, but full credit to all the staff for embarking on an outdoor 
learning [session] on a less than ideal day! Full credit to everyone for embracing that. I was 
interested in, sort of, the natural world, and a sense of noticing, observing things. 
 
And I invited people to make some mandalas or circle patterns which... the day that I was doing the 
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workshop also coincided with a Hindu festival2. It felt like it made real sense to do the activity at 
that particular time. And so the staff were... I asked them to collect leaves and objects around the 
playground to bring them all back and then to start arranging them in a concentric pattern. And 
they had a good time. They found lots of amazing objects, arranged them on tables, [and] were 
very clever and inventive. The patterns were growing to involve tables and benches and all sorts of 
things. We were physically rearranging the entire playground. 
 
And the staff - the staff really enjoyed it - but one member of staff was really talking about their 
sense of focus and concentration and it reminded me of the conversations around flow and 
creativity and how being absorbed in and immersed in an activity can have this quality of flow that 
we talk about... And that even though I hadn't really talked about the workshop or the activity 
being about mindfulness as such, it felt like by doing the activity by the repetition of making the 
patterns and by being absorbed in the task that the staff were picking up the sense of 
concentration and mindfulness, which is so marketed and branded these days, it felt like that 
activity in itself offered an experience of mindfulness in and of itself. Which, with mandalas, as a 
sort of spiritual history of design has a long history of focus and concentration going back to 
ancient churches all around the world. So, it definitely taps into very strong social and 
philosophical and interesting history of how people make patterns and designs and what that 
means to us as human beings. 
 
So I was sort of aware that that could happen, but I didn't quite expect the conversation to be so 
easy, and for the staff to notice this themselves out of their own experience. So, without having to 
talk about things that seemed in any way, esoteric or unusual, people were having this interesting 
experience, which they found really satisfying and really enjoyable. 
 
So we'd all done the activity of making the mandalas, and then I threw in the curve ball of - 'let's 
do some movement activities!' - out of this visual arts activity. So I'd been speaking to a very good 
friend who's an Indian classical dancer - this classical dance form called Bharatanatyam - which is 
an Indian classical dance form [that] traditionally was performed in temples3. And it's a very visual 
dance form with lots of incredible gestures and very specific details with people's hands. So I 
shared a little bit about this dance form, not as an expert or having done much of it at all. 
However, we just mentioned... I talked a little bit about the form and invited the staff to choose a 
gesture, or find a gesture with their hands to represent the different objects that they've chosen 
whilst making their mandalas. And very quickly, they made a little phrase of choreography, as it 
were, they made three or four little gestures which they all learned in groups and shared with each 
other. So out of those leaves, we made both the visual arts experience on a piece of dance. 
 
Heather Armstrong (33:10): 
It's so interesting because I know from when my wee girl was at nursery, that patterns are 
absolutely part of the kind of curriculum and what they want to try and cover. What it sounds like 
you've described is a very organic process of, you know, people found the rhythm, the repetition of 


 
2 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet and Mandala Patterns Wee Inspirations idea 
card at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
3 For more information, see the Reflective Practice Worksheet at: www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5 
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the pattern in their art work, and then could transform that into that rhythm and repetition and 
pattern within the movements. And it just makes me wonder whether there's a different approach 
that we could be encouraging? Exploring it [patterns] through art and exploring it through visual 
art and exploring it through movement? 
 
Brian Hartley (33:47): 
Because out of those things is learning - other learning things - can come. So making patterns very 
quickly becomes in the realm of maths and patterns and geometry and systems and numbers and 
order. So in a way you can't really separate those, because... I think if you think of people in a 
science sphere working, perhaps at the sort of research level, I think this is an artistry about some 
of the things that people are doing. Art taps into so many parts of our lives - it's a way of seeing 
the world, a way of experiencing things and commenting and sharing that. 
 
Heather Armstrong (34:20): 
Yeah, absolutely. And actually, that's one thing when you were talking about making all those 
different connections, I think that's one thing that early years practitioners are really good at. And 
that's why I miss the real life training - and why I'm so glad you got to do some. If you can give 
them that spark, that artistic idea, and then they try it, and just have that 'Ah! We'll just give it a 
go! - that great attitude... Once you give a go, once children start engaging, then early years 
practitioners are still good at going 'Oh, well, that connects to that. And that connects to that. And 
actually that's that' - just combining that mark-making and movement, you could cover so many 
schemas and then it's about tapping into whichever schema children are already interested in and 
saying, 'Well, actually, this is how we could do that in a mark-making sense - this is how we could 
[do] that in the movement sense.' 
 
Brian Hartley (35:08): 
And I think it's also that schemas are things that we observe - they're manifestations of things that 
happen. But I sometimes think that they are in the eye of the observer. I think in terms of what 
things that we see - what our filter is like - if I'm thinking about something in a visual [arts] sense, 
perhaps I'll see a certain schema. In [that] example, I might see a certain schema [but] then if I 
think of someone like Skye Reynolds - she's done all this work with movement - perhaps Skye's 
movement expertise may see something else. 
 
Whilst the schemas are there as patterns that happen, I think what's also interesting is what we 
notice as adults with our own expectations and our own awareness. I think that's also another layer 
of it that we notice things differently to each other. 
 
Heather Armstrong (35:53): 
Yeah. And I guess that's a lovely thing about involving artists in early years settings is just being 
able to get that kind of like slightly different kind of perspective. 
 
Brian Hartley (36:03): 
We have a sense of artistry to what we notice that perhaps other people just don't even see - in 
terms of how people arrange things or whatever aesthetic choices children have. As an artist, 
perhaps I think we're more sensitive - we can be more sensitive to that - than other than the staff 
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who are perhaps looking from a more educational perspective and seeing things on a child's 
development level, which is - I find really fascinating when you get those two things together. But 
I think the artists can bring a different way of seeing the environment. It comes back to ways of 
seeing again. 
 
Heather Armstrong (36:33): 
Yeah, I think though... I think staff can get into that kind of artistic mindset. 
 
Brian Hartley (36:38): 
And I really experienced that on so many times in the work in Stirling where it really felt like the 
staff were learning alongside the children. So the staff would notice an interest amongst the 
children and their work was - first of all, to notice that - but then how to frame that and to enable 
that to become a topic of research which could go on for a week or a month or a term or a year or 
longer in some ways, if certain themes became really interesting and alive, there was all sorts of 
extended research practices.  
 
Which, as an artist, I found really fascinating because I think that's what artists do - we become 
interested in the thing, and we worry [over it], we work at it, we go in a studio or we do whatever 
we do with it. We keep exploring it. We don't always need to know where it's going, but it leads 
into some results. And I felt so many connections with how the staff were working and how artists 
can work - that was really inspiring to me as an artist.  
 
And I saw a real artistry and really interesting creative explorations [and] endeavours by the staff. 
It was... I think that's one of the reasons that kept me interested in working with early years is 
those experiences between staff and children working and learning together and the sheer 
creativity of the things that they were coming up with, which was constantly inspiring me when I'd 
turn up at the different settings and notice whatever they were working on on that particular day. 
 
Heather Armstrong (37:57): 
I'm just thinking about 2021 and the practitioners that are listening to this and how they can kind 
of go forward into their new year - and just that idea of that creative process. So that creative 
relationship that they have with the children that they work with. I think it's not spoken about 
enough, and I think it's not praised enough. And I just take a wee moment to say - you're 
absolutely right, what practitioners can and do do with their young children to keep sparking that 
imagination is absolutely wonderful. So if we can give them a few ideas to keep them fresh and 
keep them interested! 
 
Brian Hartley (38:33): 
And also when I hear you talking about the idea of the giraffe, I think if we can offer something 
that can then grow and develop into someone else's creative imagination, then that's even better! 
Like, I think what we can offer is something more than just a series of easy solutions that will 
easily fix things. I think the potential of what we offer in Creative Skills is ideas and provocations 
that can then be open to be shaped by people's own creativity themselves.  
 
And a great example is that story of the giraffe that whatever we shared in a workshop a long time 
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ago - that grew into something else. It was really alive for the member of staff and the children at 
that particular time.  
 
And that's a fantastic example of [the] success of Creative Skills and how that can really grow and 
blossom for staff members, who really become invested in something and really champion the 
work for their children and their communities. And it has a profound effect on the communities 
around the nursery as well in the settings. I think it becomes obvious to the families when that 
creativity is really emerging, it has an impact upon the wider community in terms of children's 
visibility and agency. I think art can have that advocacy for children's agency in the world, which is 
also politically and socially really important these days. 


Heather Armstrong (39:50): 
Listen, it's been so lovely talking to you, Brian. Thank you so much. Do you have any last kind of 
words of wisdom - you've already given us too much - but just in case there's anything that I 
haven't asked you? 
 
Brian Hartley (40:02): 
I can't think of anything else. I've really enjoyed it actually! I love the conversations... the 
conversations with you always flow into these unexpected, fantastic moments, Heather. It's always, 
you know, I think they're always really interesting and fascinating. So I think the longer we would 
talk, the more things we would find to share. But thank you for listening so far! 
 
Heather Armstrong (40:23): 
Oh no, it's been absolutely fantastic. I'm really looking forward to your Zoom sessions as well 
where you can take people through some of these creative experiences and we can have more 
conversations like this live online. 
 
Brian Hartley (40:35): 
And I'm looking forward to delivering these on Zoom. That's going to be another new experience! 
So I'm excited to where that can grow to - as a creative experiment and the exploration. 
 
Heather Armstrong (40:46): 
It's all about those creative relationships, isn't it? We're just forging them across the internet. 
Thank you so much Brian, I'll speak to you soon. 


Brian Hartley (40:53): 
Great. Thank you, Heather I'll speak to you soon! Bye! 


Heather Armstrong (40:54): 
Bye! 


Catherine Wilson (40:57): 
Thanks for listening. Your feedback is absolutely vital to what we do and helps ensure we can keep 
making our resources free and accessible to anyone who needs them. If you fill in our survey about 
any of the creative skills, online resources at www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/creativeskillsonline, you 
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will automatically be entered into our prize draw where you could win £50 worth of art supplies 
for your setting. It only takes five minutes and it really helps us out. 


 
The Creative Skills podcast was hosted by Heather Armstrong and our guests was Brian Hartley. 
You can find out more about at www.stillmotion.co.uk. 
 
Every episode of our podcast comes with resources that you can access online to continue the 
creative conversation with your colleagues or spark even more inspiration. You can find this 
episodes, videos, reflective practice worksheet, and sign up for a live online chat with Brian at 
www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode5. 
 
Our intro music is "Road Building" composed by Abigail Sinar and performed by the RSNO for "Hup" 
in 2014. 
 
The Creative Skills podcast as part of Starcatchers' Creative Skills programme - training for the ELC 
workforce in Scotland funded by the Scottish Government. To find out more head to 
www.starcatchers.org.uk and click on "Professional Development for Early Learning and Childcare". 
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