Case Study



About Us

Starcatchers is Scotland’s National Arts and Early Years Organisation, specialising in
creating exceptional arts and creative experiences for babies, toddlers and young children
aged 0-5. We create beautiful live theatre, dance and music performances, and arts
installations working with artists who specialise in work for the under 5s; deliver engagement
projects across Scotland, placing artists directly into communities; and provide professional
development for artists and early years practitioners to develop practice using arts and
creativity with very young children.

Project background

Our Expecting Something community engagement project began 2014 /15 as a pilot,
working alongside the Family Nurse Partnership to engage young parents and their babies in
creative arts activities, helping to support and encourage parent baby bonding, attachment
and provide community connectedness.

“Some of our parents attend play groups within their communities, however the structure of
those and the outcomes are different, with babies and toddlers mostly playing with close-
ended toys and parents take an observational role, rather than immersing themselves in play
alongside and with their little ones, as they do with us. Other services we have found, which
do offer more specialised play (seeking to engage both parent and baby together) come at
a cost, which the majority of our participants would be unable to afford and may not feel
comfortable accessing.” Starcatchers Artist

After a successful pilot, the project continued on a long-term engagement with local
communities in Westerhailes, Edinburgh and soon after Lochgelly, Fife, supporting young
families to engage in the arts, providing dedicated time and space for parents to spend
protected time with their little ones and build friendships and connections in their
communities. A range of outcomes were agreed between the Starcatchers team and
project partners, focusing on the wellbeing and confidence of participants:

* Increase confidence to: attend other groups, go to different places with baby
* Build friendships

« Empower parents to try new things

* Strengthen relationship with baby
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Meet Jenny, Gordon, Max and Amelia

Jenny and Gordon
are young parents
to Max (2) and They were
Amelia (5 months) [ -
and live just parents
outside the when they
Lochgelly area. Readiiiene Neither of the parents had
attended a group with
either of their children
before but decided to
come along to the
The friend put them in Expecting Something group
touch with the project at Lochore Meadows after

coordinator who was able a close and trusted friend
to make sure the family recommended it.

were placed in a session
at a time that suited them
and to chat about where
they should meet and
what to expect.

At the first session

Jenny was clearly anxious and reluctant to engage, Gordon however was keen to explore
the variety of activities with the children and played an active role. Following the session,
the project coordinator got in touch with the family who said they enjoyed the session and
would be keen to return.

The following week

When the activity theme was launched and session slots opened, the coordinator contacted
the family who booked another time to come along.

"This week the weather was very wet and windy with the project team
fully expecting a low or even zero attendance. Jenny and Gordon
however, made their way through the woods with the buggies in pelting
rain." Expecting Something Project Coordinator

They had decided that they really needed out of the flat no matter what the weather and
once again Gordon took the children and explored the activities set up by the artists.



Jenny explained that
Gordon tried often to

Jenny spent time by the fire drinking hot

chocolate and talking with the project encourage her out of
coordinator. Jenny explained that Gordon tried the house, but she was
often to encourage her out of the house, but she I luctant +
was usually reluctant to leave and felt too SEClellh AftlLlste L o
anxious to do so. The proximity of the sessions leave and felt too
and the location in the woodland had been major anxious to do so.

factors in Jenny being able to take the step to
attend, and for Gordon to feel comfortable
about coming with her.

The small group numbers and staff ratio really allowed the team to connect with this young
family and work at a pace that suited their needs. Jenny told the staff that she was really
happy to be able to tell her social care worker that she had been able to attend a baby
group on more than one occasion. Jenny began to gain confidence and although was not
fully active in playing with the babies at the last in person session, she began to walk around
the activities with her family and watch on.

Wh(]'l' —— Proximity of the sessions

woO rked ——— Location in the woodland
'For ‘|'he — The small group numbers

— A pace that suited their needs

tamily

Playing, learning, discovering, and exploring together

Our aim this year was to stay connected as much as possible and in the most helpful way
with the Expecting Something families. Many families had differing needs and we tried to
provide a range of activities, materials, help and advice to existing and new families as they
joined. Despite being in lockdown and online in the beginning, our work felt more important
than ever. We were quick to respond in making a connection online through our existing
Facebook platform and built upon this, whilst recognising the need to supply families with a
variety of materials. The artists recognised a real need to take silliness seriously, provide
playfulness and bring a sense of joy and light-fulness to online engagement and again when
we could meet outdoors. From health and wellbeing weeks 'Baby led food face-masks' to
'Silly walks' and '‘Mermaid disco moves' to Witches flying. More than any, 2020 was a year
when we needed to play together freely and we did so with our families in so many new
ways.



OUR LEARNING

Fathers

Although we are not outrightly exclusive to mums, the Expecting Something groups have up
until this year only been attended by mothers, apart from a few rare occasions. Whilst
situated in Lochore meadows form October 2020, we seen an increase in interest for Dads
and partners to come along, multiple sessions were attended by 5 Dads who were keen

to get involved in the activities and engage in play with their babies. We consider the
outdoor woodland setting to have been key in attracting Dads and making them feel
comfortable taking part.

Group numbers

Covid guidelines and restrictions dictated that we should work in smaller groups to keep
safe and to allow adults to socially distance. This caused teething problems when making
sure we could accommodate numbers and to allow us to group parents with existing
friendships together when requested. The overall response from parents to having smaller
groups was hugely positive, whilst staff enjoyed the chance to focus and get to know
families better.

“Loved small numbers as didn't feel too busy or overwhelming.” Parent, Lochgelly

We are confident to try new arts activities

In some ways our work trying to encourage parents to try new arts activities and engage in
direct or parallel play with their baby was easier this year than before. During lockdown,
there was a bigger need for parents to engage in regular play at home and our families
took the chance to embrace it and felt armed to do so.

"lve made friends and learned new things." Expecting Something parent
"I am more confident taking my little girl outside." Expecting Something parent

It was hugely rewarding to provide open-end materials and see the creativity that came
from them as a family playing together, in their own homes. When sessions began again
outdoors, parents were hungry for activity, for play at all ages and social interaction. Young
parents who before seemed tired and usually took a while to warm up to things, were
engaged from the start of a session and keen for anything and everything that we put their
way. Others gained confidence in giving their babies and toddlers more freedom in the
outdoors and becoming familiar with natural materials play and exploration.




"Made her more interactive with other children and she likes to explore outside more."
Expecting Something

"Gave me something to look forward to and a reason to get dressed." Expecting Something
parent

Among those who attend regularly, we have observed their creative journey with their little
ones and have seen them grow in confidence from week to week. Many parents discover a
newfound playfulness and continually make new discoveries about their baby’s capabilities
and interests. Feedback from the participants show that the ideas and confidence they
develop during these sessions has an impact outwith the project as they are inspired to
engage in more creative activities with their child at home and to dedicate time to outdoor
play. The friendships that parents have built with others who attend has also been a positive
outcome, helping reduce feelings of isolation.
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