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Transcript 

 

Heather Armstrong (00:09): 
Welcome to the Creative Skills podcast. I'm Heather Armstrong.  
 
If you've listened to the first series, you may be used to the format of me chatting to one 
artist each episode, where they share ideas from their own creative practice. In this series, 
we want to focus on the challenges that often come up when early years practitioners 
want to feel and be more creative with wee ones. If we were in a room together, these are 
the conversations that might happen over coffee or as we talk about trying out new ideas 
in our settings. Each episode, we'll take one topic and speak to several different artists and 
people who work in early years to find the answers to creative challenges that we all 
might face.  
 
This episode, we're tackling a question that comes up a lot. How do we know the arts 
make a difference? There's a wealth of academic research from all around the world 
looking at the impact of the arts and we'll share some key findings and the resources that 
accompany this episode. Often the evidence we want a need isn't about research spanning 
decades on the other side of the world it's about the wee ones we work with and care for 
in our own lives. So that's what we'll focus on this episode.  
 
Starcatchers has been thinking about engagement and impact right from the start. So, 
what better place to begin that by chatting to our chief executive, Rhona Matheson. 
 

Rhona Matheson (01:26): 
My name is Rhona Matheson and I'm the chief executive of Starcatchers. And I've 
been with the organisation since the pilot project back in 2006, when I was the 
project manager, and I've been here ever since! 
 
Heather Armstrong (01:41): 
Thanks for joining me today Rhona! Quite early on Starcatchers worked with 
researchers in terms of measuring that engagement. Can you tell us a wee bit about 
that? 
 
Rhona Matheson (01:52): 
Yeah, so very from the very beginning, actually we worked with researchers from 
University of Exeter, University of Edinburgh on the pilot project, and then the 
University of Strathclyde on our second phase of project working. And a key part of 
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the work that they did was to develop these engagement signals.  
 
So, we had two engagement signals from the first piece of research. We talked 
about absorbed engagement - so when your children have a very fixed gaze. 
They're not generally making noise. They might move very gently back and forth, 
but there's no movement in there. And then interactive engagement, which was as 
a bit self-explanatory, but it was where there might be a verbal response, or a 
physical response to the experience that they're having.  
 
So that, in that first phase of working, was really valuable to be beginning to 
interrogate "how do very young children respond to performance or creative 
experiences?"  
 
When we then did our second phase of project work, up until 2011, we had four 
artists residencies in four different venues taking place at the same time. And we 
worked with a team of researchers from the University of Strathclyde and they took 
those two original engagement signals and expanded on them because we always 
knew that there were many more, but that was all we were able to do in that first 
project. So, we developed a suite of seven signals.  
 
So, attuned - that watching, tracking, being cued into what is taking place.  
 
Absorbed - that's a very intense attention and really not interested in any 
distractions from elsewhere.  
 
Mirroring - where the little ones are watching but are reflecting back what they're 
seeing or hearing - might be physical, it might be verbal.  
 
Responsive - having really positive body language, following the verbal, or non-
verbal, narrative and that sort of smiling and nodding and kind of being on the 
journey.  
 
Interactive - a physical response, and there may be interaction with another 
audience member in that as well.  
 
Instigative - so, something that provokes an action in others through their own 
response of action or vocalization.  
 
And experimental - so taking individual actions. So, you know, maybe going out and 
exploring some of the props or materials - either during the show, which does 
happen, or afterwards.  



 
So having these engagement signals, we then have used them in our projects, but 
then in subsequent working to observe how the audiences engage. It's really how 
we, in our own kind of self-evaluation approach, it's about the observations that 
we're making of the children, either as audience or these are engagement signals 
that we can use in kind of participatory workshop-based activity as well. 
 

Heather Armstrong (05:50): 
These engagement signals are a really useful tool to have when we're working with 
children. It can be used as part of the observations already being carried out in early years 
settings. You can find a printable summary of the engagement signals and find out more 
about the research that developed them, on the Starcatchers website.  
 
Next, I wanted to speak to some of our artists to talk about what they look for when 
they're exploring the expressive arts and playing with children and how they gather that 
evidence of high engagement. First up, I spoke with Pearl Kinnear, a visual artist based in 
Glasgow. 
 

Pearl Kinnear (06:26): 
Firstly, children have participated - willingly! [jokingly] sit down and do that 
activity! No, they've come, been a part of it, they have phoned other ways - if it's 
really successful to me - they've actually developed it into something else. So that 
to me is a total - that's an amazing penny dropping moment! When you see those 
penny dropping moments, that means that's a successful activity.  
 
The way that I would gauge success as never through the end product - it's never 
through what is made at the end. It's through the process of making it's through the 
acting in the now and finding that headspace where they find themselves and they 
find the way they want to make thing, the way they want to make a mark. Them 
finding their own language and attaching their own visual language to things is the 
biggest success for me. So, them actually discovering their voice, through visual art, 
through any art.  
 
You know, even as a visual artist, if there's a child undertaking an activity and that 
child is more movement based, you know, engaging in the art, but actually bringing 
that language of movement - that's a success as well! So rather than seeing it as 
"they're not enjoying the art", if they're in the art and suddenly it's like, they want to 
move, that's them bouncing off of something visual, and it's struck an idea in their 
head that's brought something else. That should be enjoyed in the moment, but 
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also, you know, we then [should be] following their movement and seeing what we 
can do, mark making wise where they're being inspired by their movement.  
 
Success and the impact for me, in any activity, is that process and it's and it's 
spotting and recording those little things. If you just enjoy the moment and record 
all those little incidental things, and then take the time to attach schemas, to those 
little incidental things then [you can] realize "that's amazing because that's taught 
them how to solve this problem", or "that's taught them about what gravity is and 
how it works and that [in turn] has taught them who that thing is going to move", 
"that's taught them about centrifugal force" - all of these things, they are all these 
problems that they engaging with when they're going through a process, but they're 
doing it through a creative process. 

 
Heather Armstrong (09:08): 
Chatting to Pearl was a great reminder of how important it is to find time to reflect on our 
observations. That reflection is the backbone of responsive and intentional planning.  
 
Before you introduce a new creative idea, take five minutes to draw quick mind map of all 
the possible ways your wee one might interact and possible links to curriculum. You'll find 
an example of this in the resources for this episode. Afterwards, it's just a case of ticking 
the interactions that did happen, and adding any other surprise outcomes. Over time, you'll 
be able to see that what you might think of as an expressive arts idea can deliver all across 
the curriculum.  
 
Next, I spoke with Amy Hall Gibson, a drama artist and storyteller who as luck would have 
it, had recently spent some time studying evaluation. 
 

Amy Hall-Gibson (10:01): 
My name is Amy Hall-Gibson, and I am a creative freelancer, and I also work for 
Education Scotland as their Development Officer of Creativity.  
 
I look at it from that kind of social aspect of confidence and taking that moment of 
where are they now? And then where are they at the end? When we work with 
children, certainly early years practitioners, you know the children really well, so 
you can pick these things out. You can see that this little one really isn't engaging 
and really shies away from group things, really doesn't want to be centre of 
attention, or struggles to engage with imaginative things, or doesn't engage with 
art - you know, any of those. By just gently doing these sessions and, you know, 
providing that nurture and supportive environment - that everybody [in early years] 
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does so well.  
 
And then you'll see that little moment, and that has a massive measure of impact. It 
might seem very, very small, but if that little one then joins in a session - and it 
might only be for five minutes - but if you look at that, if you were to put it on a 
graph and the little one would be right at the bottom, no engagement whatsoever, 
and then right at the top, because we're completely engaged for those five minutes. 
And it was only five minutes, but that doesn't matter - they were still engaged for 
the five minutes! And then you can build on it from there.  
 
I guess it's how you evidence it, how do you show somebody that, who doesn't 
know those young people? How do you get that across? And I think that can be a 
really difficult thing to try and do, but I guess every settling will have own way of 
how they observe and how they measure the impact. I think for me, it's about the 
learner participation. So when, I say that I mean children's voice - we're using 
learner participation just because not all learners have a verbal voice. So that's why 
I'm saying "participation" there and including them in that kind of measurement. So 
again, finding a way that you can communicate with that young person, that child, 
to be like how did you feel after those five minutes? Whether it's a verbal thing, 
whether it's a written thing, whether that's the sticky thing - something to allow 
their, their own reflection and be like "I actually felt really good, loved doing it for 
five minutes - didn't wants to do it for any longer", and that's totally fine. And then 
you can kind of, again, there's various different ways of doing it, figuring out what 
bridges that gap from not wanting to do it actually taking that wee step.  
 
I don't have all the answers at the moment as to how you bridge that gap and to 
how to share that evidence. But I think if you have a chat with colleagues in your 
setting and sort of figure out what's the best way to do this - is it through a photo 
journey, if you're able to do that, and letting the, the child also take those photos as 
well? Is it through your own observations? So, it's a written thing. Is it a graph? It's, 
you know, finding the right model that suits your setting. 
 

Heather Armstrong (13:39): 
As Amy points out, there are loads of different ways to gather data, but it only becomes 
meaningful if you're capturing the context too.  
 
To find out more, I spoke with Charlotte Allan, a theatre-maker and puppeteer, who's also 
completing her research in engagement with children through the arts. 
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Charlotte Allan (13:59): 
My name's Charlotte Allen and I'm a theatre-maker and researcher. The case study 
approach is really, really useful for what we do. So, thinking in terms of stories and 
quotes and anecdotes, because when you're there in the settings, you see the 
connections happening and you see: "oh, that relates to that thing we did". And you 
see the changes that occur within individuals.  

If you were trying to apply those kinds of scientific like principle of a burden of 
proof, that's just not an appropriate thing to try and layer onto the development of, 
often the development of a personality, especially when it comes to things like 
creativity and imagination. 

 
Heather Armstrong (15:02): 
It was really fascinating talking to artists about how they see and measure engagement in 
their own practice. But I was also interested in how we capture that voice of the child. As 
Amy touched on earlier, voice isn't always verbal, it can be seen through other forms of 
participation.  
 
Here's another clip from my chat with Rhona Matheson.  
 

Heather Armstrong (15:19): 
Time and time again, we hear like, "I never knew my wee one was capable of that" 
whether it's in terms of paying attention for that long, or having that impulse 
control not to run about, whether it's about having the confidence to go up on 
stage afterwards. And that's where I think the real magic can come from in terms of 
these kind of creative experiences, and shared creative experiences, as well. 

 

Rhona Matheson (15:50): 
I think one of the amazing moments that happens when you get that kind of 
feedback is that it's almost like a sort of a realization by the parent of the agency 
that their child has. They're seeing their child in a slightly different way because 
their children are making the decision to engage and connect.  
 
From the very first piece of work that we made: "Little Light", back in 2006, that's 
when we first started getting people saying, "I never knew my baby could sit still 
for half an hour", and that hasn't changed after all the work that we've done within 
those kinds of performance experiences.  
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What we're offering are these beautiful things and these interesting characters and 
different people that babies just want to engage with and connect with. I suppose I 
come back to, there's this Suzanne Zeedyk quote about babies coming into the 
world connected. And I think if we, if we're looking at the work that we are making, 
it's about how we're making these offerings to these babies and their adults for us 
to connect with them.  
 
I think that's one of the amazing things that artists do in all their work. It's about 
providing spaces to connect and to express. The artists will have their vision for 
whatever it is that they want to create, but they're sharing this with an audience, 
whether that's  in a workshop or in a performance, it's about sharing something 
with an audience and you might be participating in and getting messy and creating 
in response to something that you've seen or heard, or you might be in a 
performance completely transfixed by these performers that are a few feet away 
from you.  
 
I suppose that's one of the things for us - the work it's intimate. You know, the 
babies are 5 metres away from the stage, the work happens up close and there's 
this kind of contact, eye contact and a physical contact, between the performers 
and the wee ones. 
 
Heather Armstrong (18:44): 
Do you know, actually, it just made me think about all the conversations we have 
about the voice of the child. And, you know, obviously with UNCRC being in the 
process of being incorporated and as more organizations, at every level have been 
saying, well, actually we need to be listening to children and we need to be taking 
their views into account in terms of what's important to them.  
 
It just really struck me that when you were talking about the engagement signals, 
with so many of them it was about non-verbal communication. And it's about really 
tuning in to that non-verbal communication and saying - well, actually, just because 
you may not be able to come out and take part in an interview or a fill out a 
questionnaire, doesn't mean that you're not telling us what you think about this 
experience.  
 
To me, those chances to express yourself and to develop your own agency within 
that kind of creative context, that's where that's where the impact lies. And that's 
where we can really say, well, actually, this is why this is important because it's 
giving voices to children even before they have a voice, doesn't it? And setting up 
that respect, that respect of like, right from when you are a tiny baby, you're an 
individual and you're a person and you're worth listening to.  
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I was thinking a lot about artists working in an early years settings and how we can 
learn from each other. And what does quality look like there? And I think one of the 
really lovely things that artists do bring is that respect, that voice of the child, and 
measuring the impact through that becomes really important as well.  
 
I think it's something that a lot of early years practitioners do anyway, perhaps 
quite reflectively, quite responsively, but just being able to break it down and say 
well, actually - these are the engagement signals and this is what we are looking 
for, and this is how we can aim for this, how we can measure that impact and 
measure the engagement and measure the fact that yes, what you're doing is 
maybe not transformative and in a one performance, your life has changed. But, I 
think, it's transformative within that moment to take you somewhere else and help 
you see a world that you might not otherwise have thought about.  
 

Heather Armstrong (21:21) 
So far, our conversations have touched on the concept of voice, but I also wanted to talk to 
some artists about non-verbal communication.  
 
Here's Skye Reynolds, a dance artist from Edinburgh, reflecting on her residency in Scott's 
Corner Family Centre. 

 
Skye Reynolds (21:38): 
When we talk about the nonverbal cues that we're looking at - we're back to the 
word "feeling", and watching, noticing. So, there's body language often, you know, a 
child's body language will tell us quite a lot, and then there can be a feeling in the 
room can't there? So, there's a sense of something happening in the room, as well 
as the way you feel inside.  
 
I recently was running a session in the nursery, and I decided to do a performance 
for them when they came in, because I had done a workshop prior to that with a 
musician. And we decided to start with a little music and dance performance. So, I 
didn't have the musician with me, but I had my speaker, and the children were 
really focused and really engaged and really interested. And, and then I invited 
them to, to stand up and do take the space. And this was a large space. And it was, I 
was interested in exploring how can we use this space to really move? Because 
what's beautiful about a large space is you can really move without bumping into 
anything.  
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There was a child who just jumped up immediately, who's a beautiful young dancer, 
and it was just gorgeous to watch her taking up the space in this way. And a couple 
of the other children wanted to go with another child, so they wanted to be in a 
duet, or they wanted to go with me.  
 
There's one boy there who wanted to be with me. And we've done this activity a 
couple of times now, and it's just a delight doing it with him because he is a child 
whose focus, does stray, and he sometimes has trouble listening, but he absolutely 
loved this copying that we ended up doing. I was mimicking him and, and it was 
really funny. We were laughing a lot. And his key worker said on both occasions, 
I've not actually seen him sit for so long as when he was watching you and the 
other children doing their activities. And his focus, what he was loving and what 
they were all loving, was this sort of sense of mimicking that the adult was really 
engaging and mimicking with their movement, which was giving them a space to 
explore and push boundaries and express themselves.  
 
So, I guess in that, in that circumstance, not only was I feeling it - so I was sensing 
that something special was happening - but I was also receiving that confirmation. 

 
Heather Armstrong (24:12): 
In a later episode, we'll also be talking about working with children with special 
educational needs, but as part of the conversations I was having, we naturally ended up 
talking about what engagement and voice might look like for those children. So, I thought 
I'd include it now. 
 

Dr. Rachel Drury (24:27): 
My name is Rachel Drury, and I'm the music specialist at Rachel House. 

Donna Nicol (24:31): 
And I'm Donna Nicol, and I'm the activities coordinator at Rachel House, CHAS. 

Heather Armstrong (24:38): 
When it comes to choice, what does choice look like within these sessions? So, I 
think traditionally, many people may think of it as asking a question and then 
expecting, you know, "I want the red or the blue", but what does choice look like in 
these sessions a lot of the time? 
 
Donna Nicol (24:54): 
I think choice, for all our children and in all different sessions, there's a lot to do 
with just feedback and facial expressions from the child, because you can pick up 
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quite quickly if they're enjoying something or not. And a lot of our children have 
learned to sort of look away or different gestures if they're not happy with 
something. So, it's about, again, it's about that engagement, it's about what it is 
that makes them tick and what's making them smile.  
 
Also seeing a child very relaxed. You know, for example, “Twinkle Twinkle Little 
Star” is quite a relaxing song, and when you see a child really chilling out, relaxing 
to that you know you've hit something that works for them that's making them feel 
relaxed. Although some of our young, young children really quite like a bit of rock 
and roll! 

Dr. Rachel Drury (25:43): 
They do, they do! 

Donna Nicol (25:43): 
You never know what you're going to get! We do obviously speak to the families, 
and the parents and carers as well to check have they noticed what the child 
responds to best?  
 
And we have to consider, sometimes you have children's who have seizures and 
things too, so it's about, maybe loud noises are not going to be appropriate in this 
session.  
 
So, there's lots of things that you're picking up all the time. I think if we can see a 
child isn't enjoying something, then we always try and do something about that and 
try and find something that does suit. It's picking up a lot on facial expression. 

 
Heather Armstrong (26:25): 
Thank you to each Rachel and Donna for their insights there. You'll hear more from them, 
and our other artists, in future episodes.  
 
So, so far, I've spoken with people about how they evaluate engagement while delivering 
and how they capture both that, and the voices of the children they're working with. I was 
also interested in how these artists see evaluation on a grander scale, but particularly 
when it comes to creativity and the expressive arts. 
 
Here's Amy Hall-Gibson and Charlotte Allan, again. 
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Amy Hall-Gibson (26:55): 

I did them actually did some training last week on evaluation and a really poignant 
thing that kind of stuck out for me was that we talk about an evaluation, a report. It 
happens at the end of the session. Actually, it's a journey. It's the whole process. It's 
an evaluation of the whole thing, so it's ongoing as well. So, if something's not 
working, we evaluate, we reflect and we change to adapt it.  
 
That kind of really stuck in my head because I thought - oh yeah, I always seem to 
think of this end goal, right? We need to evidence it, how am I going to evidence it, 
but actually the whole process, the whole journey is evidence in itself. It's just 
capturing those moments. 

Charlotte Allan (27:38): 
If someone asks you to prove the value of nurturing the imagination and creativity, I 
think one response is why do you ask? Because I think it's quite easy to find 
ourselves sort of jumping through hoops made by other people, trying to fit a really 
complex answer into like a tick box format when, when actually what we're offering 
- it runs deeper than that. It's not about being able to do this really simple cause 
and effect thing.  
 
So rather than thinking about looking at what we've done and how do we prove 
that that did anything it's about saying - well, we're thinking about the future and 
we're looking ahead to what kind of society we want to live in. Do we want to live 
in a world where people understand themselves and each other? Because that's a 
force for good, and that takes imagination. And this is a really important principle, 
it's a really important aspect of being that that needs nurtured, I think. And I think, 
healing, the future world will need people that have this, this capacity.  
 
So how do we prove that nurturing creativity and imagination in young children - 
how do we prove that it's important? It depends what you think is important! If 
you're saying, can you prove that this will make people more effective cogs in the 
machine - it depends on the machine, you know?  
 
So, I think case studies stories, anecdotes and personal reflections are absolutely 
valid and should be amplified. But I also think if we're able to, we can stand and 
question the questioner, because perhaps the kind of proof they're looking for - 
they're maybe just asking for the wrong things 
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Heather Armstrong (30:11): 
At the core of it, evaluation as about, looking at our work with wee ones, getting to know 
them and drawing on all the different ways they can and do communicate with us. 
Evaluation is also about thinking about how we can improve what we do. I've got one last 
thought to leave you with, from Amy: 

 
Amy Hall-Gibson (30:32): 
And it's all coming back to the - how can I make this better for the children? 

 
Catherine Wilson Garry (30:51): 
Thank you so much for listening.  
 
The Creative Skills podcast was hosted by Heather Armstrong. Thank you to our guests: 
Rhona Matheson, Pearl Kinnear, Amy Hall-Gibson, Charlotte Allan, Skye Reynolds, Rachel 
Drury and Donna Nicol. You can find links to their work in the show notes.  
 
To find this podcast’s accompanying resources, including a printable resource on the 
engagement signals mentioned in the episode, head to www.starcatchers.org.uk/episode-
impact   
 
Music in this episode came from Starcatchers productions: Little Light, Hup, Baby Chill and 
Mixed Up. Full credits in the show notes.  
 
The Creative Skills Podcast is part of Starcatcher's 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 "Training and Development”. 
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