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a year-long action research programme examining identity creatively

with boys who have emotional and behavioural difficulties
A Creative Partnerships Nottingham Action Research Project

with Elms Primary & Nursery School, Nottingham

Lead Artists: 

Dave “Stickman” Higgins & Peter Rumney
“This work has been a long time coming…it should have happened 20 years ago…it co-exists with a person’s identity…it understands that everyone is an individual but is also part of a larger team, and failing to recognise being part of a team is a major problem for young people…it instils a sense of self-discipline which can only come from within…it works spiritually, morally, socially and culturally.. it is a sharing of experiences, energy and resources in a spiritual way… Those young people will go a long way, because you are affecting them up here…”

Ofsted Inspector, Elms Primary School, March 2004

Background paper for OU/ESRC Seminar July 5th 2004

Context: a child raises the alarm

Until recently, we lived in the St Ann’s district of Nottingham. St Ann’s is a multi-cultural, inner city neighbourhood, almost entirely rebuilt in the 1970’s, under resourced and lacking employment opportunities, with both close knit and transient communities, and with all the positive and negative factors that such a description implies. 

In the summer of 1997 I was developing a project in a number of the local schools, exploring ways of working with children with ‘emotional and behavioural difficulties’. At the same time, as an unforeseen by product, I was discovering which of our local Junior schools might be suitable for our daughter once she had graduated from her excellent community Infant School. 

One day I walked into the Staff Room of the Elms Primary School to meet with Emma MacManus. I decided immediately that this was the school for my child. My response was not based on analysis of academic ‘achievement’,… but on the interactions I witnessed between adults, between staff and pupils, and between the children themselves…and the vibrant multi-cultural atmosphere that animated every classroom, corridor and communal space. 

So our daughter went to the Elms, and Emma MacManus and the Elms as a school have continued to be instrumental in developing our work with EBD children across Nottingham.

My daughter has never been one for discussing schoolwork with her parents, particularly once dyslexia had presented itself and been painfully addressed. But shortly before taking her mock Year 6 SATS, she came home raging that the behaviour of the boys in her class was making it impossible for her to learn maths, one of her favourite and most successful subjects. I thought “if such a child-focussed, creative and committed school as the Elms is struggling to engage with boys at this age, what on earth is going on elsewhere?!”

Two years ago I approached the school,.. its Artist in Residence, (performance poet /musician / visual artist Dave ‘Stickman’ Higgins),.. and Creative Partnerships Nottingham (which I had been helping to develop), in order to see if we could devise an experimental programme of work. It was to address issues for boys in KS2 who were struggling to engage with the curriculum or with the necessary boundaries required to make the wider school community a safe and happy place. I knew that Stickman had the charisma and sensitivity to inspire young people and change their lives, and we had wanted to work together for some time. I still felt part of the Elms’ community. “Boyz 2 Men” was born.

Principles: dealing with a compound fracture

I suggest that the dominant organising principle in ‘our’ ‘culture’ is now consumption. The aspirations and ideals that this culture fosters are, shall we say, only T-shirt deep. Its symbolism and iconography is that of the designer logo.

The value system engendered by this principle is projected through the image of ‘youth’ (and ‘perfection’). Elders and other role models and who would traditionally convey value systems and codes of practice are consequently devalued,… they are becoming scarcer or less visible… and they find it harder to pass on values and codes to the young in the face of the prevailing culture. 

Of course, we may not always agree with each and every set of values or practice expressed by a particular set of elders anywhere in the world. But we can agree surely that it is good for young people, (particularly young men prone to developing self-destructive and anti-social behaviours), to discover who they might be, and what their rights and responsibilities are, with the help of elders and other role models. 

It is clear that boys in particular struggle to identify with positive role models,… not least because such positive male role models are frequently absent from their lives, or there is confusion as what a ‘positive’ pathway through life might be …. Furthermore, we have an educational system that seems peculiarly maladroit in working through, for example, kinetic intelligence, so the risk of disengagement for boys is compounded… a compound fracture.

One interesting (and challenging) aspect of Steiner education is the notion that a child progresses with her/his same teacher throughout a whole cycle of years. This puts the teacher into the role of Elder, and implies the need to develop inter personal relationships over a long period of time. For many children in mainstream ‘conventional’ education, the class teacher and others are also Elders, perhaps the only ones they can look to for guidance. But the pressure on the teacher to deliver ‘front loaded’ lessons in large classes militates against the kinds of relationships that can support children with profound emotional needs and challenging behaviours. 

‘Good’ schools such as the Elms strive to inculcate a value system and support positive behaviour. How can the artist /mentor support this process?

Project Description 
Every Thursday morning between six to fourteen  9 – 11 year olds (the numbers vary according to the structure of the session) leave their classrooms, and are guided to the door of a large school hall. They are invited into the space, which has been transformed into a focussed, calm, organic shaped environment by the use of a 75metre corrugated cardboard wall. Bach’s ‘Goldberg Variations’ is playing on a CD player. They shake hands with an adult, and enter the liminal, ritualised, performative world of Boys 2 Men.

Within the space a group of 6 – 8 artists, teachers, learning mentor, and students are seated in a ritual area. Further into the centre of the room are 20 African drums, placed ‘asleep’ in sculptural form under a cloth. At the far end of the hall there is a live performance space,… or video screen,… or rows of masks, puppets or drawings made in previous weeks.

The whole team, adults and children, are invited to introduce themselves through a series of ritualised activities. If there are visitors to the session, boys leap up to welcome them into the hall as well, explaining the rules (which have been agreed in conjunction with the adults), the ‘chill out zone’, the use of video and photography to document, etc, to new children or adults.

Of the participating boys, 80% have been selected on the basis of their heightened emotional or behavioural needs, 20% as peer role models. As the group gathers, shares stories, describes aspirational journeys, or selects archetypes to represent themselves in the room, there may be kicking, name calling or distracted and destructive behaviour…or there may be total silence and calm, depending on the emotional baggage brought into the room that day, and the relationships that are playing out between boys in school (or outside school in the wider community). 

Key questions that will feed into the day’s work are planted at this juncture.

When the boys are ready, the 20 drums are ‘woken’ and handed out by the lead artist in ceremonial fashion. Negotiations and arguments take place as to who should sit where, and why, and when. Eventually the drumming begins. The boys vent their spleen, listen carefully, open their bodies up, work collectively, all through contact with the skin and wood of the drum, and vocal exercises. After about 10 minutes the drums are put to ‘sleep’.

When the boys are ready, they move to the performance area, and engage in deep breathing exercises. A child may decide to take time out in the chill out zone until he is able to participate fully without distracting or being distracted by the others. At any time, the two lead artists, advised and supported by the learning mentor and other senior members of the

team may stop the sessions to address behavioural or attitudinal issues, such as sexist or homophobic remarks.

When the boys are ready, another lead artist will role model or demonstrate the next activity… role play through glove puppets… filming performance… making collages of male imagery… dancing anger or joy…designing, making or embodying a mask, and so on. These activities will be undertaken in small groups, with an equal ratio of adults to children where possible. At the end of this section, the results of the work are shared and issues arising from the challenges of collaborative working are raised and discussed.

When the boys are ready, they move to a drawing area, and are invited to draw expressively dreams, stories, or events that emerge from the preceding performative work. Adults, also drawing, work side by side on a 1:1 basis and begin to discus the emerging drawings, usually accompanied and influenced by more recorded music.

Other issues, such as emotional upset, behaviours or concerns may be discussed, with the Learning Mentor or class teacher or TA working with selected boys by agreement with the artists…or the choice may be made by the boys themselves, who might gravitate to one role model or another on the basis of personality, previous relationship, race, gender and so on. 

Boys may detach themselves from the group and begin a music improvisation in a corner, supported by the team. Two children who have not been getting on may be asked to separate…or to work more closely together.  Chid who has not spoken may speak. A boy may be still for the first time that day….

All the boys’ remarks or stories are recorded verbatim, and images and texts are shared within the group. Returning to the ritual area, each child and adult has the opportunity to reflect on the successes and challenges of the previous hour and a half, and share those thoughts. The lead artists sum up the main achievements and challenges of the session. Boys may compliment each other (or not) on progress since the last session, on changes of mood and concentration, on a particular piece of work. The class teacher may offer her perspective on the session. The Learning Mentor sums up how relationships have progressed, and whether previously set targets have been achieved.

As they leave the boys shake hands with the lead artists, and move out of the hall to wait for reintegration into the school. The video artist may interview a child about his perspective on the project…afterwards the same child may wait at the doorway for a particular adult…and begin to talk about something that is troubling him… or show the artist a piece of classwork… …the whole adult team then meets to evaluate the session, alter practice, plan, and offer strategies for staff to work with particular boys during the following week…

Aims of the Project  

1 Identify and support boys at risk of disaffection & / or underachievement.

2 Explore issues of masculinity through various creative disciplines.

3 Challenge stereotypes through positive role modelling.

4 Improve engagement with learning in the classroom, and support academic development.

5 Improve engagement with school life as a whole.

6 Be inclusive

7 Work holistically

8 Enable participants to shape the direction of the project.

9 Develop a group ethos allowing pupils to welcome others into the work, in order to support, develop, observe and research the project.

10 Draw on and develop previous models of practice.

11 Develop a long-term model of artists in residence.

Methodology

· Engage with multiple-intelligences through cross-art forms.

· Work holistically through a multi-disciplinary team (Artists, Teachers, Teaching Assistants, Learning Mentor, Theatre Design and PGCE Students)
· Develop 1:1 child to adult relationships 
· Work to detailed delivery plans, but remain open to changes of direction stimulated by the children’s creativity.
· Give structure and consistency through ceremonial and ritualised activities.
· Change strategies according to how the boys react to the work. 
· Team members and guests to evaluate each session collectively in order to move the work forwards and offer strategies for staff members to work with the boys during the week.

