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AESTHETIC

The classroom should be a kind of
transparent aquarium where ideas,
attitudes and people are reflected.

_Loris Malaguzzi E_N \/ | :3 O N _
MENTS

Reggio Children
Interstice training, Bologna.
Photo: Gemma Paris
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espai ¢, Fructuds Gelabert school,
Barcelona

Artists: Maylis Ayats & Coral
Photo: Gemma Paris

espai ¢, Arts school,
Barcelona

Artist: Neus Frigola
Photo: Neus Frigola
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If we understand the place as the possibility of encounter
and learning it is important to create an environment that
optimises creative learning through all the senses. Aes-
thetic environments invite, nurture, and develop aesthetic
sensibilities as an important part of being human, learning
in and through the arts, and prioritising thought and feeling
rather than mere technique and practice. The aesthetics
of a creative educational environment can express and
communicate the pedagogical approach of the setting,
by ‘making learning visible’ (Giudici et al 2001). In Reggio
Emilia's schools the environment is the ‘third teacher.’ Cre-
ating beautiful and aesthetic learning environments invite
children to make connections and express their ideas in
Malaguzzi's hundred languages.

The aesthetics of learning involves seeking out the
beauty of learning through pedagogical documentation as
well as in the intelligent materials offered to children. Vec-
chi (2016) explains that:

Aesthetics and expression are “activators of learning
in all children’s ways of knowing ... Children have the right
to grow up in caring, pleasant places, education cannot
be exempted from these tasks. Attention to the aesthet-
ic dimension is a pedagogical method that gives excellent
results, given that the search for beauty belongs to the au-
tonomous thought processes, including those of the child.”

Co-designing an aesthetic environment with educators,
artists and children is an important element in learning that
prioritizes the visual pedagogical culture. Inviting parents
and carers into a living pedagogical space of creation and
reflection can lead to deeper understanding of the artistic
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and educational experience. The role of an aesthetic di-
mension in learning can be transformational in highlighting
the community of children, artists and educators learning
together. This attitude of care, empathy and attention in-
vites sense making and making meaning through curios-
ity and wonder. Loris Malaguzzi called this the ‘aesthetic
vibration” with both children and adults as activators of
learning in a vibrant and creative pedagogical philosophy. If
the environment is co-created with children’s adults as an
essential element of pedagogy, then this can also focus on
the art of enabling imaginative learning - ‘a place to learn
together about the real world, and about possible worlds of
the imagination’ (Dahlberg et al 2005).

In Interstice we have been researching children’s creative
learning dispositions and behaviours within the creative en-
vironments that we offer, where creativity can flourish. The
significance of an aesthetic, enabling and creative learning
environment supports playfulness, encourages self-confi-
dence, self-esteem, and artistic expression. Importantly we
want children to engage in purposeful, imaginative, crea-
tive learning in and through the arts, to be curious, playful
and develop a love of learning.

Both in educational and cultural settings, and learning
outdoors, provide environments that are rich in possibilities
for children to be artists, explorers and storytellers. In aes-
thetic environments all modes of creative learning are pos-
sible, and children can flourish. As educators we can devel-
op spaces of potential and possibility, in different contexts,
offering children both individual aesthetic sensibilities and
in a community of practice, learning together, everywhere.
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Our intention was to use the
imagination as a unifying element
of the various activities and to
consider the aesthetics of knowing
as an energy that has its roots
within us and that leads us to
choose between models of action,
thought, and imagination.

—Vea Vecchi

Practical examples

House of Imagination, School Without Walls, Bath

House of Imagination builds aesthetic environments of
learning to build experimental sites of learning for adults and
children, reimagining different ways of learning and know-
ing in schools, offering co-creation of immersive environ-
ments for inquiry. The project School Without Walls creates
an opportunity for educators to think about teaching and
learning differently - to inspire learning everywhere, beyond
the school walls. This ‘environment of enquiry’ transforms
learning for both teachers and children. The approach is
underpinned by a clear set of principles developed with
bxbxb=creativity: essentially this process involves inspi-
ration, immersion and invention (Hay 2019). Together we
design experimental sites for learning that are transform-
ative; inform and change and that re-imagine learning and
school. Aesthetic environments that give space and time
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Forest of imagination, Bath
Photo: Rosa Llop
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By aesthetic | mean: sensitive to
the structure it connects.
—Gregory Bateson

for self-directed, self-reflective learning and finding your
own questions, finding your own path. The sense of free-
dom this creates is vital in learning. These aesthetic envi-
ronments connect hearts, hands, bodies, and minds.
Children, educators, and artists have expressed after their
ideas about how we are learning together in these new
spaces of learning:

Forest of Imagination can become somewhere where
we will all learn something about ourselves and nature, es-
pecially when we reflect upon ourselves in nature. These
mirrors give us the opportunity to reflect upon ourselves,
in nature, in the theatre. Andrew Amondson, artist

On a hot summer’s day in the Museum of Bath at
Work, most children were happy to wander and some-
times run, to chat to friends or to find a quiet spot to hide
in. Some children sat and sketched. Some children sat
and sketched and mused. Liz Elders, mentor

Wyatt looked at the Penny Farthing (a machine the
likes of which he had never seen before) and wondered
all kinds of wonderings. While he sat, he pondered not
only about the bicycle but also about the cyclist. Who
was the owner? Who made it? Were the maker and the
owner one and the same? Wyatt constructed a narrative,
of his own making, from a simple yet rare combination of
events. He looked around and saw something he found
curious and appealing. He was inspired by the object. He
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Artistic education allows us to
ensure that education includes
the development of actions,
instead of tasks, understanding
action as the creation of novelty,
through which we reveal our
identity through metaphor and the
aesthetic processes that shape
this action.

—Hannah Arendt

had time to study it. He was not limited by a set expecta-
tion. He had time to let his mind wander. To imagine. To
day-dream. And most excitingly to invent. David, Head
teacher and Caroline, educator

The effect of the aesthetic learning environment on
adult’'s and children’s learning can have far reaching res-
onances:

For me this image represents the power of the cre-
ative learning process that the children experienced
during their seven week School Without Walls resi-
dency at the egg theatre. It captures what the process
does to children. They could express themselves in
ways that up to that point they had not chosen or felt
empowered to do so. They had gone from monochro-
matic characters to a rainbow or self-expression. The
creative learning process unlocked children’s innate
creativity and gave it a platform on which to shine. As
the children saw themselves shine, their confidence
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grew. This growth then inspired further self-belief expo-
nentially and built the children into more confident and

capable people, empowered to take on the challenges

of the world. As a teacher and educator, as | was then,
this was the most powerful transformation that | have

ever experienced. It changed all of the children that ex-
perienced it and it changed me as an educator and as

a person. Ben, educator

School Without Walls is real learning, this is what we
need to be able to do as humans. The stuff like maths
and literacy that we do at school is just stuff we need to
know. This is real learning. Child, 8 years

There is a sense of freedom created in this creative learn-
ing environment:

The shared cultural experience - which continued in
different forms on return to school - allowed for a com-
mon language of learning to develop for all groups of chil-
dren. Children expressed a sense of ‘freedom’ that they
contrasted to a sense of being ‘blocked in” when they
were in school. Their questions and reflections caused
us to question the very narrow learning environment of a
small classroom and has resulted in an increase in the
number of off-site visits into the city, not only widening
the children’s experience of the city but resulting in in-
creased engagement of parents and family in those cul-
tural settings. Sue, Head Teacher

It felt as if we were embarking upon an adventure
together where learning was life sized and life wide. Liz,
mentor
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espai ¢, Arts school, Barcelona.
Artists Berta Vallvé & Leira Goiria
Photography: Gemma Paris

espai ¢, Els Encants school, Barcelona
Artists: Judith Cuadros & David Mateo
Photo: Gemma Paris



143

espais c, Barcelona

The painter Uslé states that what most concerns the artist
today is not to give an explanation of or to the world, nor con-
crete answers, but rather to develop methods to describe
and see the world. Having a resident artist in the school pro-
vides a new look at reality, incorporating a creative relation-
ship with the world, through the different artistic languages.
Artists propose another way of questioning, an open mind,
allowing reality to be perceived and things done differently
(Adams and Owens 2016). The artist creates a safe space
for children to explore through co-creation with others. And
for this reason we believe it is necessary to establish an
artistic workshop within the school, where children can de-
velop thinking on other aesthetic environments; the artistic
studio, where the ideas develop through the shapes that
the artist offers with other references of materials, pictures,
or about other artists’ works.

While Loris Malaguzzi spoke about the school atelier
as an impertinent place (in Hoyuelos, 2013), we define it as
a singular space, where learning is rhizomatic, multidirec-
tional and complex, where “there is a permanent tension
between the aspiration to a non-parcelled, non-divided,
non-reductive knowledge, and the acknowledgment that
all knowledge is unfinished and incomplete”, which is typi-
cal of the field of art. We want artistic practice to appear as
arich terrain for social experimentation, as a space partially
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espai ¢, Miralletes School, Barcelona
Artist: Urgell
Photo: Gemma Paris

espai ¢, Sagarra School, Barcelona
Artist: Rosa Llop
Photo: Gemma Paris



The aesthetic
conception that is
promoted from the
Reggio Emilia schools
IS a space of visibility
to show an image of
children’s culture full
of potential. —Javier
Abad & Angeles
Velasco

preserved from the standardization of behaviour (Bourriaud,
2002), even within the reality of the school. Through this
project we want to contribute to Vecchi's (2021) question-
ing; “how learning and teaching processes could change
if the school culture welcomed poetic languages and the
aesthetic dimension as significant elements for the con-
struction of knowledge”. As Agirre (2005) defines, the ob-
ject of art is to condense experience in an aesthetic way
and therefore, the object of artistic education must be to
generalize sensitivity to make use of said experience, to
implement such condensed personal experiences, to in-
tertwine experiences. To do this, we want to bring quality
aesthetic experiences that allow the creativity of the little
ones to be cultivated, while they investigate reality, inquire
about experience, and create knowledge through cultural
actions.






147

CONCLU-
SIONS

How does a sha-

Aow

furn upside

down’

Forest of imagination, Bath

One day when the psychologist Jerome Bruner was visiting
a school in Reggio Emilia, a child asked him “How does a
shadow turn upside down?”.

This question condenses the reason for the Interstice
project, and all the previous projects that we, as artists, re-
searchers and university professors have developed du-
ring the last decades: the urgent need to allow children to
speculate, investigate, imagine, understand, create their
own solutions and metaphors in their particular learning
in the world. And for this, it is necessary that children can
develop in creative and inclusive learning environments, in
which their investigations are accompanied by curious and
creative adults, who know how to use their imagination and
understand the ideas that children are building in their con-
ceptual learning and relational with the environment and
with others.

Bruner (1990) warned us a long time ago that society
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was wrong and that it was necessary to change it, and for
that we needed creative people, people who knew how to
use their imagination . As educators, and also as artists, we
have the desire to improve the situation in the world that
we all share. We understand that we can no longer be sa-
tisfied with reproducing the current state of things, and the
arts allow us to rethink the world we inhabit. If the arts allow
us, as Maxine Greene says, a more vibrant way of being in
the world, it is necessary that the arts do not continue to
develop outside the experiences of most children, but are
part of the common learning scenario to all children and
the school.

Interstice has the intention of bringing the arts closer to-
gether in educational settings to allow children to have ano-
ther way of living in the world, to draw and imagine it again, to-
gether with creative adults. We have designed the Interstice
project as a place of encounter between children, teachers
and artists, where all of us have the opportunity to co-design
learning scenarios where the arts allow creativity in inclusive
spaces of encounter and aesthetic environments.

The experience of each partner working on the project
has revealed the need to visualise the importance of art in
education and different ways to include them on a daily ba-
sis, in the children’s lives, at home and at school. We have
learned in this project that we have to create a movement
together with children, parents, teachers and artists. When
we take an unexpected or creative position the system re-
organises and generates new and beautiful reactions. Art is
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the major perturbation; it comes to question us, to awaken
us, to realise and be aware of what we are doing, how we
are doing it and with whom. We must find a way to meet in
those interstitial areas - find the time and space to gene-
rate meeting spaces in an artistic aesthetic environment,
to share and co-create our daily reality in schools and in
our cities - a reality that meets our needs and provides us
with a respectful and supportive space where we can live
together.

Children today face an uncertain future and so creativity
and imagination are more vital than ever before. New spa-
ces of encounter are opening up in the light of the pande-
mic, the war and the ecological emergency. Together with
Interstice we now have a shared purpose to offer alternati-
ve, creative approaches to learning in and through the arts.
We are convinced that it is necessary that the separation
between the arts and education must be dissolved. As Ca-
mintzer explains, both areas are enriched if they take res-
ponsibility - if art assumes the responsibility as an instru-
ment of cognition and if education takes the responsibility
of freeing the student as an individual and training them to
be able to have their own ideas. Interstice wishes to be one
more step in this process, but we need to also dissolve this
separation in different places and with different strategies.
This is the purpose of this book - that together we can co-
llapse this separation, creating meaning between all the
creative and critical learning spaces that allow children to
grow in a world of possibilities and imagination.
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