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Abstract 
Artistic explorations by young children are at the core of this chapter. As 
interpreted by the researcher-studio teacher, these explorations are presented as 
essays in practices of connectivity and ownership in three main instances: 1. the 
making of a mobile by a group of infants; 2. an exhibition of works by infants, 
toddlers and preschoolers, and some ways in which the children and the 
community were engaged in this exhibition; and 3. visits to a particular art 
exhibition by a group of preschoolers, and some of the experiences and 
explorations that came with it. These experiences take place in the context of an 
early childhood centre nested in a graduate school of education, with children up to 
five years of age. Every year the children have the opportunity to show their work 
in an art gallery within the university, which allows for a number of important 
experiences to the children and the studio teacher, both individually and as part of 
a community. In her interpretation of the children’s experiences, the author argues 
that through artistic explorations of materials and techniques, young children may 
have opportunities to better get to know and understand themselves and others, and 
in and through that knowledge, they may engage in something larger then 
themselves, and may identify themselves as part of communities of art makers. 
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1.  Introduction  

This chapter is not about nameless children in a study that is a view from 
nowhere It is not an ‘objective’ and ‘pretentiously unbiased’ research on a number 
of subjects. It does not aim to tell my reader ‘what really happened there.’ On the 
contrary, this article is based on some of my own personal interpretations of some 
of the experiences I have had in the many mornings and afternoons I share with my 
young students. This group of individual children have names, personalities and 
artistic preferences, and who experience and think things according to their specific 
selves and contexts. Children with whom I relate personally and subjectively! In 
this sense, my research does not produce replicable experiments, is not based on 
triangulated data, nor does it bring in knowledge that can be ‘applied’ to any early 
childhood setting to be ‘tested’. On the contrary, this research is personal, drawn 
from prior research as seen in the bibliography section and is context specific. With 
it, I aim to engage my reader in my interpretations of the experiences and 
explorations I describe, making them meaningful and useful in that way.  
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The experiences I explore here took place in an early childhood centre nested in 
a graduate school of education. As the studio teacher at the centre, I work with all 
children, infants, toddlers and preschoolers, as they grow up during their years with 
us. In this chapter, I will interpret for you some of the ways in which I attempt to 
perform my work to balance individuality and community in the nurturing of 
creative explorations with my young students.  

My argument here is that, through artistic explorations of materials and 
techniques, young children may have opportunities to better get to know and 
understand themselves and others, and in and through that knowledge, they may 
engage in something larger then themselves, and may identify themselves as part 
of communities of art makers. 

In their art making as in their play, children often create individual meaning 
though interaction, building on each other’s experiences in their own ways. 
Children’s artistic explorations often engage them in experiences that connect them 
to each other in making of meanings that are integrated in a common curriculum 
and in shared spaces and moments. This aspect of connectivity can come though 
many different ways, and be part of the processes of getting inspired, of creating, 
or of engaging with the works produced. 

In art making with young children, inspiration can come from many places. The 
younger the children are, the more it comes from experiences with different 
materials and techniques and the desire to explore the possibilities they offer. And, 
also, inspiration may come from lived experiences, events, emotions, and 
happenings in children’s lives. In this sense, the community building may begin in 
the process of being inspired by common experiences, shared events, and 
explorations of similar materials. On the other hand, the process of exploring 
materials and creating artworks can be a strong social experience of community 
building, as can the displaying and showing of artworks to others. 

This chapter explores these three elements: the processes of inspiration, the 
making, and the showing of art. These are venues for the possibility of construction 
of social and community bonds that, aiming to value each person as an individual, 
may have the potential to offer children possible platforms to engage in meaningful 
experiences of dialogue and community. These elements are here organized in two 
different sections, corresponding to narrative anecdotes that arise from three 
specific situations: 1. the making of a mobile by a group of infants; 2. an exhibition 
of works by infants, toddlers and preschoolers, and ways in which the children and 
the community were engaged in this exhibition; and 3. visits to a particular art 
exhibition by a group of preschoolers, and some experiences and explorations that 
came with that. 
 
2.  This is Me, This Is Our Mobile 

The mobile dangled far above the children’s heads, and swayed gently when 
the door to the nap room was opened. And every time Haram looked at it, he would 
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point, smile, and firmly state ‘Haram!’ He was indeed there - it was his mobile, and 
it was hung in his classroom. The mobile project lasted for several weeks, and it 
came out of an activity most children in that classroom, up to 23 months old, liked 
to do: tear paper, especially wet and mushy water colour paper that they were 
painting on. As their studio teacher, I observed their interest in that sensorial 
experience and thought of ways in which I could integrate this into the classroom’s 
artistic explorations, as a group project. A project that would somehow bring these 
children together, infants who are in the process of understanding ways in which 
they may relate to the world and to others, in a way that could allow personal 
experiences to be explored and displayed in a community setting.  

And so each child was free to tear and tear their paintings to their hearts’ 
content, and one day I brought in pipe cleaners – pieces of ‘child friendly’ wire 
covered in colourful fur, – and the older children helped me pulling it through the 
hole I would poke right there on their torn pieces of paper. It is not an easy trick for 
such young children to pincer-grab a tiny piece of wire and pull it through a hole in 
the paper. But most children were interested in the activity and eager to join me in 
the exploration, and even those who did not do it hands-on were in this way offered 
an opportunity to become more aware of their participation in the making of the 
mobile. We worked on the poking and pulling for several days, and when I finally 
joined every thing together and hung the mobile from the ceiling, everyone’s eyes 
followed me with interest and engagement. The mobile became a point of 
reference in the classroom: it was everyone’s work, but in a way that was still 
individual. Each child had the opportunity to see her or his work there, and could 
point to it and say ‘me;’ but it brought together the engagement and the recognition 
of a group of children who are not yet necessarily ready to know what it is to be 
‘we.’ 
 
3. Inviting Others: Naming an Exhibition 

The infants’ mobile was one of the works displayed in our art exhibition. This 
exhibition, a showing of the children’s work, is a special event that happens every 
year and is one of the highlights of the academic year. Given that the centre is 
physically located in the university campus, the teachers, some of who are also 
graduate students in the same institution, make efforts to take advantage of the 
many possibilities that being integrated within a graduate school has to offer in 
terms of spaces and resources. One of these spaces is an on-campus art gallery 
where every year the children are invited to show their works in an exhibition 
curated by the centre’s studio teacher, the position I currently hold. The centre’s 
children, with ages up to five years old, are very much involved in the process of 
the setting up their exhibition, participating in the choice of what works to show, 
the decision for the title of the exhibition, and the offering guided tours to visitors 
whom they lead through the exhibition.  
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On the particular year I am telling you about, the works to be exhibited were 
already almost all selected, all the group projects were on their way, and it was 
time to choose the title of the exhibition. This decision has to be made a few weeks 
in advance to allow enough time for the invitation postcards and posters to be sent 
off to the designer and the printer in time to be ready for the exhibition. But what 
may be a short time for the designing and printing team, might be a long time for 
the children, and it is not always easy to make an event that is still so many ‘pizza 
Fridays’ away present enough to make decisions about it. Nevertheless, the 
preschoolers and teachers gathered in a meeting to talk about the exhibition, to hear 
everyone’s ideas, and to hopefully reach a decision.  

At that time most preschoolers were into superheroes and superhero play, and 
that quickly came up as an option for the exhibition’s name. Not only that was a 
common theme in the classroom, but also most preschoolers were individually 
interested in that topic, so they were inclined to choose a title that reflected their 
interests. In previous days we had had conversations about whose work was going 
to be in the shown exhibition, and as we discussed the title, one of the preschoolers 
suddenly stopped us: ‘Wait,’ he said, ‘but it is not just preschoolers... And maybe 
the infants and toddlers don’t like superheroes. What do they like?’ That was a 
good question, and everyone gave suggestions to investigate. Some infants, it was 
known, were into dinosaurs. And the toddlers? Princesses, someone said; and also 
dragons, someone else added, and dinosaurs. And that was it, the title for our art 
exhibition was chosen.  

We don’t truly know if most infants and toddlers were indeed interested in 
these themes, and most likely they would not all have made those choices. But this 
was the interpretation of the preschoolers who actively voiced their opinions 
during that discussion, and hence what informed their decision. These preschoolers 
who voiced their concern for the preferences of others stepped out of themselves 
and into someone else’s shoes, to decide what would be an inclusive title that 
would include their younger peers’ interests. This effort in including others reflects 
what I, as a researcher and a teacher, interpret as empathic actions and exercises in 
practicing constructions of community. These preschoolers reached out to other 
children in the centre who, even though were not called in to actively participate in 
the decision, should not have their best interests left out. The older children 
connected with their younger peers, bringing to the table their interpretation of the 
preferences of toddlers and infants. 

Looking at some of the artworks produced by the preschoolers throughout that 
school year and exhibited in the gallery, we see indeed many superheroes. 
Superhero play was big in the classroom, and was an experienced shared by many 
of the children. Looking at the works, however, we see how different and diverse 
they are. Superheroes can be big brothers, characters from comics, or baseball 
players; they can be made of paint, clay, wood scraps or paper; they can be small 
or large, simple or complex in their design. Even the same superhero, Batman, for 
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instance, is portrayed in many different ways, materials, techniques and spirits. 
Which is to say that even something that is generally known as one very specific 
and determined character with specific and determined shapes and colours 
associated with it, as Batman is, may bring the children together as a common 
theme in experiences of dialogue, play and art making, while still offering space 
for individuality and personal expression, connecting each child’s own experiences 
to the group’s. 

During our art exhibition, the preschoolers led daily tours to the gallery, 
inviting family, friends and the larger university community to join us in 
celebrating our experiences and explorations in and through art making. Some 
preschoolers volunteered to tour visitors throughout the gallery, showing and 
presenting not only her or his personal work, but also group projects and the 
individual work of their peers. These preschoolers presented the visitors with their 
thoughts and ideas about the artistic explorations they showed and described in 
their tours, putting themselves in the shoes of the makers of each piece and 
interpreting it for the visitors in their own personal ways. 

 
4. Noticing Interesting Choices 

As much as we like to have our art up in the gallery, it cannot always be there: 
given that ‘our gallery’ is a professional one, throughout the year it has many 
exhibitions of different artists who use different media and techniques. This is not 
necessarily an easy thing to deal with: who wouldn’t wish their art would be there 
forever! But the children understand that the gallery is a shared space and, as with 
many shared things in our school, we need to give others their turn. The artists who 
show in the gallery, sometimes from our academic community, others not, are 
often around the gallery during their own exhibitions, and the preschoolers enjoy 
taking the opportunity to talk to them, share their thoughts, and ask questions about 
their art. These interactions are enriching to children and artists, and often lead to 
artists’ visits to the school, and gatherings in which young and grown-up artists 
participate in discussions with the children.  

When the artists or the curators are not available to tour us though their 
exhibitions, the preschoolers and I visit the gallery in small groups and we engage 
in conversations amongst ourselves. These dialogues are crucial in providing the 
children with the opportunity to develop and own the necessary vocabulary not 
only to communicate their experiences with art, but also to think those same 
experiences. When I hear three year-old Annabelle asking one of her friends, 
‘What is one thing you notice about that painting?’ I understand that she seems to 
be learning that different people are drawn to different things, and it is good to 
learn about them. When Danil comments: ‘This artist made interesting choices in 
his work,’ I notice that he seems to be engaging with that artist in the process of 
making art, considering the decisions and the choices involved from his own four 
year-old stance. 
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5. Conclusion: Being Part of a Community of Art-Makers 
After a good 20 minutes in the art gallery, Danil is eager to engage in his own 

exploration of materials and suggest: ‘Now let’s go back to school and make some 
art!’ I agree. All this interesting art seems to have inspired us and given us plenty 
of ideas, and I can see that the children’s hands are itching to get busy. Before we 
go back we make sure to leave a note in the visitor’s book, and Sean and Danil 
decide to make sketches of the pieces they are imagining they might work on later, 
while Nepemba chooses to leave a comment about the shapes she noticed on a 
work she particularly appreciated.  

Back in our studio, the three children and I worked on wire sculptures inspired 
by those we had just seen. All sculptures were different, and sometimes these 
preschoolers chose to incorporate into their work materials or characteristics that 
reminded them of things they noticed and liked on the pieces they saw at the 
gallery, like little pieces of colourful paper for Sean or red and green elements for 
Nepemba. After a while Danil was done, and his eye caught a large funny-looking 
board by the wall. He asked if he could make something with it, and told me of his 
plan to make a car. I helped him choosing some supplies that could work well with 
the specific materials, and he got to work, this time squatting down on the floor.  

Sean was working standing up by the table, by now using the full range of his 
arms to make large brush strokes on a paper he had selected. He was deeply 
engaged in his painting and at some point, as he sometimes does while working on 
his art, he shared his thoughts with us: ‘We are like those artist people, making all 
this art; we really are like those artist people.’ And before Nepemba or I had time 
to lift our heads from our own work, Danil had lifted his whole body up, standing 
straight in the studio while raising his voice to a gentle but very determined tone. 
‘No,’ he firmly said. ‘We are not like those artist people. We are those artist 
people!’ 

I agree. I believe these children are ‘those artist people’ indeed. The way I see 
it, by engaging in explorations of materials and with art made by his peers, by 
adults whom he does not necessarily know personally, and by himself, Danil felt 
bounded to a community of art-makers who take ownership of their work, while 
recognizing the importance and influence of others in their artistic processes.  

In their artistic explorations and their art making, I believe these children see 
themselves as part of a connectivity of peers, albeit maintaining their own 
individuality and recognizing the individuality of others. This ownership of their 
artistic creations is perceived and expressed in different ways, sometimes with a 
strong sense of authorship that claims their work as personal and individual, others 
seeing themselves as co-creators within group projects. In this way, these children 
and I are connected though the bounds of artistic exploration, connected not only 
amongst ourselves but also to a larger community of people, the ‘artist people,’ 
which is at once specific and vague, encompassing a number of elements 
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impossible to grasp, but embodied in the artists we meet and in the artworks with 
which we engage in our daily lives.  
 

Bibliography 
 

Burton, Judith. ‘Developing Minds Beginnings of Artistic Language’. School Arts 
September, 6-12 September (1980): 6-12. 
 
———.‘Developing Minds Representing Experiences from Imagination and 
Observation’. School Arts December (1980): 26-30. 
 
Cabral, Marta. ‘I Could Look at It Forever!’ Art at the Rita Gold Early Childhood 
Center. New York: Art and Art Education Program, Teachers College Columbia 
University, 2011. 
 
Haraway, Donna. ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and 
the Privilege of Partial Perspective’. Feminist Studies 14, 3 (1988): 575-99. 

 
Marta Cabral is an instructor of art for classroom teachers at Columbia University 
Teachers College. Her research interests are in art and early childhood. 


	connect front
	Inside Cover
	Advisory Board
	A Probing the Boundaries research and publications project. http://www.inter-disciplinary.net/probing-the-boundaries/
	The Persons Hub ‘Conncectivity in the 21st Century’

	Connectivity ebook Title & Table of Contents
	Connectivity ebook Introduction
	An Introduction to the Concepts and Constructs
	of Connectivity
	Edie Lanphar and Phil Fitzsimmons
	1. Connectivity with People
	2. Connecting the Human Threads of Understanding
	3. Segue to the Ensuing Contents and Contexts

	Section  1 subtitle page
	01 Ghoshal cw
	02 Kapoor cw
	03 Papadaki cw
	Section  2 subtitle page
	04 Becht cw
	05 Cabral cw
	This chapter is not about nameless children in a study that is a view from nowhere It is not an ‘objective’ and ‘pretentiously unbiased’ research on a number of subjects. It does not aim to tell my reader ‘what really happened there.’ On the contrary,...
	The experiences I explore here took place in an early childhood centre nested in a graduate school of education. As the studio teacher at the centre, I work with all children, infants, toddlers and preschoolers, as they grow up during their years with...
	My argument here is that, through artistic explorations of materials and techniques, young children may have opportunities to better get to know and understand themselves and others, and in and through that knowledge, they may engage in something larg...
	In their art making as in their play, children often create individual meaning though interaction, building on each other’s experiences in their own ways. Children’s artistic explorations often engage them in experiences that connect them to each othe...
	In art making with young children, inspiration can come from many places. The younger the children are, the more it comes from experiences with different materials and techniques and the desire to explore the possibilities they offer. And, also, inspi...
	This chapter explores these three elements: the processes of inspiration, the making, and the showing of art. These are venues for the possibility of construction of social and community bonds that, aiming to value each person as an individual, may ha...
	The mobile dangled far above the children’s heads, and swayed gently when the door to the nap room was opened. And every time Haram looked at it, he would point, smile, and firmly state ‘Haram!’ He was indeed there - it was his mobile, and it was hung...
	And so each child was free to tear and tear their paintings to their hearts’ content, and one day I brought in pipe cleaners – pieces of ‘child friendly’ wire covered in colourful fur, – and the older children helped me pulling it through the hole I w...
	The infants’ mobile was one of the works displayed in our art exhibition. This exhibition, a showing of the children’s work, is a special event that happens every year and is one of the highlights of the academic year. Given that the centre is physica...
	On the particular year I am telling you about, the works to be exhibited were already almost all selected, all the group projects were on their way, and it was time to choose the title of the exhibition. This decision has to be made a few weeks in adv...
	At that time most preschoolers were into superheroes and superhero play, and that quickly came up as an option for the exhibition’s name. Not only that was a common theme in the classroom, but also most preschoolers were individually interested in tha...
	We don’t truly know if most infants and toddlers were indeed interested in these themes, and most likely they would not all have made those choices. But this was the interpretation of the preschoolers who actively voiced their opinions during that dis...
	Looking at some of the artworks produced by the preschoolers throughout that school year and exhibited in the gallery, we see indeed many superheroes. Superhero play was big in the classroom, and was an experienced shared by many of the children. Look...
	During our art exhibition, the preschoolers led daily tours to the gallery, inviting family, friends and the larger university community to join us in celebrating our experiences and explorations in and through art making. Some preschoolers volunteere...
	As much as we like to have our art up in the gallery, it cannot always be there: given that ‘our gallery’ is a professional one, throughout the year it has many exhibitions of different artists who use different media and techniques. This is not neces...
	When the artists or the curators are not available to tour us though their exhibitions, the preschoolers and I visit the gallery in small groups and we engage in conversations amongst ourselves. These dialogues are crucial in providing the children wi...
	After a good 20 minutes in the art gallery, Danil is eager to engage in his own exploration of materials and suggest: ‘Now let’s go back to school and make some art!’ I agree. All this interesting art seems to have inspired us and given us plenty of i...
	Back in our studio, the three children and I worked on wire sculptures inspired by those we had just seen. All sculptures were different, and sometimes these preschoolers chose to incorporate into their work materials or characteristics that reminded ...
	Sean was working standing up by the table, by now using the full range of his arms to make large brush strokes on a paper he had selected. He was deeply engaged in his painting and at some point, as he sometimes does while working on his art, he share...
	I agree. I believe these children are ‘those artist people’ indeed. The way I see it, by engaging in explorations of materials and with art made by his peers, by adults whom he does not necessarily know personally, and by himself, Danil felt bounded t...
	In their artistic explorations and their art making, I believe these children see themselves as part of a connectivity of peers, albeit maintaining their own individuality and recognizing the individuality of others. This ownership of their artistic c...

	06 Davis cw
	07 Yesevi cw
	Section  3 subtitle page
	08 Fitzsimmons cw
	2.  Negotiating the Narrative Inquiry Process
	Table 1: Coding Phases, Emergent Themes and Data Examples

	09 Hopwood cw
	10 Lanphar cw
	11 Martin cw
	connect back
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page
	Blank Page

