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1  Art Is Real Life: Oren, Tom, and the Mad King

It did not cross my mind to wash the red paint off Oren’s cheek when he called me 
over to the mirror, showing me the “blood” on his face. That mark was a physical 
trace of his fight with the Mad King, and that fight was an important part of the 
adventure we were having together. It had been a busy morning of art and play. 
Oren, Tom, and I had faced challenges and dangers, braving the wild and conquer-
ing our way back to school. Oren’s “battle injury” was a reminder of that.

Adventures, like art, may happen at unexpected moments. When Oren, Tom, and 
I hopped and skipped our way from the preschool room to the art studio that morn-
ing, we had no sense of what lay ahead. Wearing eye protection for wood shop 
work, we discovered that our colorful goggles could offer more than defense against 
flying splinters and nails. They also made it possible to find all sorts of secret pas-
sages, doors, and paths that no one had ever known to be there before.

That was what happened as we sat at the studio table with our wood and tools 
that fateful morning, ready to work. As he put his red goggles on, Oren looked up 
and spotted a secret passage on the top shelf of the paint cabinet. That cabinet had 
always been there in our art studio, but it was only on this day that Oren noticed the 
secret passage, almost invisible, hidden behind its door. With intense determination, 
he clambered onto a chair to reach up and open this secret, imaginary passage. It 
was as if a tornado broke out every time he tried to pull it open, a wind so strong that 
it forced us to keep the cabinet shut for a while so that the danger could pass. Finally 
Oren and Tom managed to get through. After following the secret passageway, they 
found a big cardboard box. It turned out to be an elevator that would take them to 
another secret door. But, alas, this other secret door was shut tightly. They would 
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have to open it with scissors. However, the pretend scissors weren’t working all that 
well on this very real cardboard box, so Tom reached into the pocket of my smock 
to get the pair of scissors he knew I usually carried there. “This is real life!” Oren 
exclaimed. “Real scissors!” They worked their way into the elevator with both the 
“real-life” and “pretend” scissors.

Engaged as we were in our adventure, we still noticed loud noises coming from 
the hallway. Really loud noises. We were curious, but the boys were too busy to take 
a look and wouldn’t be interrupted at any cost. Leadership was needed, and Tom 
stepped up to the job: “We’ll take care of this,” he said. “You go to the door, Marta. 
Go see what that noise is.” Obediently, I peeked out the door, saw a facilities person 
working with some kind of power tool, and reported back to the boys. We had a 
short discussion about drills, blades, and other power tools, as they kept working on 
the elevator’s door with their scissors. Finally, Oren and Tom managed to cut the 
cardboard elevator doors open. They celebrated their feat with a bit of jumping 
around. As they looked inside the box-turned-elevator, they found a crumpled piece 
of paper lying there: a map! The map! It was the map that would lead them to a 
secret place, they decided. With urgency, they climbed into the box, rode the eleva-
tor all the way down, and emerged when they arrived at the destination indicated on 
the map. The boys claimed to have no idea where they were headed, but they knew 
the map was leading them out of the art studio and along the school hallway, so they 
followed it. It was not an easy road to travel. They faced several obstacles and oppo-
nents, fought the Mad King, crawled under “real life” carts and tables, confronted 
dangerous monsters, and made it through swamps. Even as they faced such obsta-
cles, Oren reminded us with resolve, “This is not easy, but it will do us good.”

As it turned out, the secret path led us all the way back to the preschool room. 
After a brief visit to the classroom, the boys took the path back and went through all 
the obstacles again, but this time they did so knowing what they were to face. Back 
where we started, they got back into the box-turned-elevator and Oren moved over 
to make room for me, asking me to take a seat next to him. I lay on the floor with 
them until the elevator brought us once more to the art studio, where we resumed 
our work. Oren returned to his woodwork, while Tom decided to paint the path they 
took on the paper of the imaginary map they had followed, talking me through the 
full course of the adventure:

Tom: “We started right here and went all the way there…”
Oren: “And we found a few monsters on the way!”

Oren got excited about the map and decided to help Tom by painting the “the 
things we saw on the way.” They documented the places and characters they encoun-
tered on their journey (as well as some new characters that came up as they painted), 
and talked me through their adventure in a rich, detailed verbal and visual narrative. 
Bringing together their knowledge of paint and their experiences on that journey, 
the boys transformed what had been scrap paper found inside a random cardboard 
box into a personal and meaningful record of their own adventure. Oren painted the 
swamp and the Mad King “with all the crazy colors” that he was mixing. Tom 
painted a big red monster, who, as he explained, grew bigger and bigger every time 
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he moved his brush. I smiled, listened, and celebrated with them, and also made sure 
they had all the materials they needed to keep exploring.

When back in the classroom Oren told his friends about our adventure, he used 
his words and his body to give an account of how he had bravely battled through the 
perils of that strange land. He also had something else to back him up: the map that 
he and Tom had painted. The map was important, as an integral component of the 
experience itself, but also as a memory and testimony of it.

As the boys mixed colors and made marks on the map, inspired by their ongoing 
experiences, they also created their narrative about those experiences, interpreting 
their actions, adding detail and developments, and making sense of it all. The 
mapped land was gradually filled with muddy ponds as the paints began to mix. The 
textures on the paper turned into toads, which the boys had to push away in order to 
escape the dangerous mud. Our straight-ahead school hallway became one with the 
twists and turns of the path through the kingdom of our morning adventures. The 
red marks got bigger and bigger as Oren moved his brush over the paper. The Mad 
King became angrier and angrier….

But time goes by—even in art adventures—and very soon we would have to join 
the other preschoolers for morning meeting. “We are just putting the final touches.” 
Oren reassured me, as he kept working. “The really final, final touches,” he added, 
a few minutes later. “There,” he finally declared, “it’s done.” As we cleaned up our 
brushes and tools, we chatted about our morning.

Oren: “This was a big adventure today!”
Marta: “It was! Thank you for taking me with you on this adventure.”
Oren: “Our pleasure, Marta!”

Back in the classroom, Oren called me over to “please, quickly” come to the 
bathroom, where he was looking in the mirror while washing his hands. He had 
noticed something on his face, a red mark. “There is a little bit of blood here, from 
my fight with the king. But that’s okay, Marta, I’m okay,” he reassured me. It could 
be argued that the red mark was just a bit of paint, but such reasoning wasn’t any-
where in our thoughts. Blood from Oren’s fight with the king was the only plausible 
explanation we could think of. I agreed, and made sure that the wound was not too 
bad, and that Oren was ready to join the preschoolers for meeting. He would have a 
lot to share with his friends that morning. And so would I.

2  Stepping Back and Engaging as Part of the Adventure

We know from existing research and theory related to the artistic development of 
young children (Burton, 1980; Smith, Fucigna, Kennedy, & Lord,1993; Zurmuehlen, 
1990) that mark making and stories are often connected. As our motions repeat—
becoming more intentional—we begin to gain ownership over our marks. As chil-
dren grow in experience, they may start noticing some motions and marks differently, 
perhaps naming them as they make them happen, before intentionally representing 
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objects and ideas. However, more than using materials to tell stories and express 
ideas, I believe we use materials to create those stories and ideas, to think. More 
than a means to communicate, materials and play allow us to contemplate, create, 
and develop those ideas. This can be interpreted in many of the stories I live every-
day with the infants, toddlers, and preschoolers in the early childhood center where 
I teach. It is a small, play-based center in a university setting in New York City, and 
we explore many different materials in our small art studio, the classrooms, the 
university’s art gallery, and sometimes other studios around campus.

Early in the school year I work mostly in the classrooms. However, in time, as the 
children and I get to know each other, we enjoy working in other spaces as well. No 
one is “required” to work in the studio, and invitations to join me there are often 
playful ones. This is aligned with the school’s general emergent and play-based cur-
riculum, in which respect for each child and their timing, ideas, and interests are key.

In the art studio, the children are invited to engage in dialogue with different mat-
ters, listening and responding to the materials in open-ended explorations. With 
materials, words, or motions, it’s about the making, not what is made. Even the 
concept of an art studio is not always understood in a straightforward manner, as we 
often work in the classroom, the gallery, the park, the hallways, or other places that 
better suit the interests of the day. The youngest children and I engage with materi-
als in their infant classroom, whereas the older children often ask to join me in 
spaces other than their own classroom, where we work in smaller groups and have 
additional materials available. The art studio is where we explore materials and pos-
sibilities - which differs depending on the physical location that we do it in.

Some days our explorations exist mostly within the boundaries of the time that 
we share in the studio. The children go back to their classrooms stating that they are 
“done” with their experiences (and potentially, their artworks) for the time being. 
Sometimes, though, they return to them at a later date and re-think, re-experience, 
and re-live them. Frequently though, materials, narratives, and explorations linger 
for days, weeks, even months, experiments bubbling “with questions that ebbed and 
flowed and [are] tangled” (Kind, 2013, p. 430) with our daily lives. Very often these 
long term experiences relate to materials that the children were curious about, and 
that we embraced not as “immutable, passive, or lifeless” (p. 434), but as “partici-
pants in our projects with relevant roles in initiating particular encounters and intra- 
actions” (p. 434).

Glass and 3D designing and printing were examples of this. When I had some of 
my own glass work exhibited in a faculty exhibition in our on-campus gallery, I took 
the children up to visit the gallery, as I often do. In that moment, and in the follow-
ing days, several children asked questions about my glass works: What it was like 
to work with that material? How was it possible to change its shape without break-
ing it? Was it smooth? And many other queries, too. I tried my best to answer the 
children’s questions, but soon we had reached the point where my words were not 
enough. What I was telling them about working with glass was not enough – they 
wanted to know what it felt like. As a result of this experience and the interest it 
sparked, a yearlong encounter with glass began – and glass made its way to our 
studio as a permanent offering for our young artists.
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Questions also led us to our first 3D designing and printing explorations. “I don’t 
know much about Makerbots,” I said, responding to the preschooler who had asked 
what he was seeing on a video that was playing in the art gallery. “But my friend 
Sean does – should we go talk to him?” We went to visit Sean – my colleague who 
ran the Graduate School’s new media studio – and as we played with objects on the 
screen and paid close attention to how they came to a physical shape, the children 
who visited the media studio became more and more interested in the material. As 
they shared their enthusiasm with others, 3D designing and printing turned into a 
semester long exploration (Cabral & Justice, 2016). This kind of “liberating” col-
laboration (Wilson, 2007, p. 19) in which children and adults can explore and learn 
together, means that we all have a part to play in suggesting and selecting materi-
als – just as we do in working with them.

It is also not unusual for us to delve into materials that I bring to the children –
materials new to the studio that I offer as a means to see if they spark an interest. 
Although the children most often decide themselves what materials they want to 
explore on any given day, this is not always the case. In fact, on many occasions I 
am the one who suggests materials and tools, defining what will be available on 
certain days. This often happens at the beginning of the school year, when even the 
older children are less aware of the material possibilities that exist.

I also suggest new materials that the children are unlikely to be familiar with, 
especially in school contexts. If, for example, paper pulp, photography, or aug-
mented reality were never used in the studio, I need to start by offering the materials 
myself. This ensures that the children know what the materials are so that they can 
then ask for them in the future. I make these offerings when there are specific materi-
als that I think will benefit certain children, or may help them to respond to conver-
sations that we’ve had, or observations and interpretations that we have made together.

Even in child-centered and emergent ways of being in the classroom, Kindler’s 
(1995) consideration of good and appropriate adult input is worth keeping in mind. 
The key here is ensuring that input is indeed good and appropriate. Given time and 
materials, many children will often spontaneously engage in explorations that will 
naturally help them develop artistically (Gardner, 1982; Lowenfeld, 1952), and this 
natural exploration should be cherished and encouraged. However, Kindler (1995) 
posits, “the mere availability of materials in [the] early childhood classroom is not 
a sufficient condition for the enhancement of artistic growth” (p. 14) as suggested 
by the minor and sporadic use given to unnatended art centers in the classrooms she 
studied. As she reports, in these classrooms, consistent engagement with art materi-
als happened mostly on occasions where the teacher (or a parent) was physically 
present, interacting with the materials themselves.

This points to the importance of context and the need to create physical and emo-
tional spaces where children feel encouraged, socially, to explore if, when, and how 
they want to. It brings us to the importance of context and relationship, and the need 
for teacher intervention as a primary contributor to the creation of an environment 
that invites, justifies, and endorses healthy forms of artistic engagement.

There are certainly rules and understandings that have to be followed. For exam-
ple, safety is always at the forefront of my concerns. That said, each child should 
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make their own decisions about the ins and outs of their entanglements with materi-
als and the products they may eventually create. Materials themselves set rules 
learned by experience: when two colors mix together, a new color appears; glue 
makes stuff sticky; clay changes with water, and so on. But if “whatever value draw-
ing [or, here, art making] has for children is bound to the context in which it takes 
place, and as the context shifts so does the value” (Pearson, 2001, p. 358). As such, 
the context will also be a determinant in inviting the sort of experiences we find 
appropriate to offer our students.

So what is appropriate adult input? In different ways, scholars (e.g. Burton 
(1980), Kindler (1995), Kind (2013), and Wilson (2007)) suggest that teacher action 
should not be about providing guidelines and directions as to how and what to do, 
but rather encouraging exploration and decision-making. Not by fully stepping 
aside and leaving children to their own devices, but by embracing exploration and 
actively engaging in artistic entanglements with materials themselves. I think of it 
as “three broad movements of engagement: offering, listening and considering, and 
responding” (Cabral, 2016, p. 223).

Offering refers to the means by which we make something (e.g., materials, 
ideas, etc.) available, sometimes by suggesting and scaffolding, other times by 
stepping back for a moment and letting children discover what it is they want to 
pursue, what problems they want to create and solve, and the “wonderful ideas” 
(Duckworth, 2006) that will get to matter. Offering leads to careful consideration, 
sometimes in dialogue, other times in quiet mutterings. It is not a passive listening, 
and often – when the child or children in question so desires – it can be based in 
many forms.

Offering, listening, and considering, and responding necessarily include allow-
ing for rejection. They include leaving room for every child to say “no” to what’s 
being suggested and to go in a different direction instead – even if that means choos-
ing different media, or choosing not to participate altogether.

I’m thinking, for example, of the first day Costin joined me in the art studio. It 
was already mid-fall and Costin had not tried his hand at art materials outside of the 
toddler room, so I decided to try to interest him in a visit – offering him a new pos-
sibility. We played in the classroom for a while, driving cars and trains over carpets 
and chairs, zooming by easels and tables. At some point, I drove my car over a large 
piece of paper on the easel, and Costin followed with his train. As I picked up a 
brush to put some paint on the paper that I could then go over again with my car, 
Costin got ahead of me. Picking up his own brush, he moved his arm in wide circu-
lar motions that left bright marks on the paper. As he painted, he added words to his 
movement. “Train going round and round!,” he said, marks continuing to emerge on 
the paper. As Costin picked up his train again, I suggested that we drive to the art 
studio. “Yeah!” He agreed, excitedly, his car speeding up to follow mine to the hall-
way. We stayed in the art studio a little longer, playing with our vehicles on the table 
and on the floor, painting and chatting our way through the morning.

As much as I wanted Costin to join me in the studio as a way of making him 
aware of that space as something available to him, his visit only happened because 
he agreed to it  – otherwise he would have stayed in the classroom. Even his 
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engagement with paints was his choice, although certainly suggested by me in 
what I saw was a good way to spark his interest. Costin was in charge of his deci-
sions. His choices and interests led his explorations, even if motivated by my sug-
gestions and arrangements of spaces and opportunities.

After this day, Costin interacted with me often. He would come to me with trains, 
cars, and other toys, and he joined me in the studio to play with paint, clay, and other 
materials a few times. But this first morning in the studio seemed to have made a 
special impression on Costin, as suggested by his reaction when he was shown his 
painting again, months later. As we selected artworks to show in our annual art 
exhibition, I pulled out the paintings Costin had worked on so far, and spread them 
on the floor for him. Costin took a quick look and ran to his train painting, pointing 
at it and moving his arm in wide circular motions that pulled his whole body with it.

“Train going round and round!,” he exclaimed again. Costin telling me that the 
train was going round and round suggests that he was recalling his experience of 
making the painting, triggered by looking at the painting itself. The marks he left on 
the paper served as a physical memory of a playful situation in which he used art 
materials to engage in a shared narrative with his teacher. That object was the one 
he valued the most among all other paintings, the one he wanted to show his loved 
ones in the gallery where his work would be exhibited.

The art exhibition Costin was selecting work for is an important event in our 
school year. As children show their work in an on-campus public gallery, they share 
experiences with the community and with each other, in a formal but familiar and 
comfortable environment. This annual art exhibition plays an important role in pro-
viding the children with a formal opportunity to re-engage with their artworks, 
especially as they go through their portfolios to select what they want to display. 
This show is open to the public for about 3 weeks each year, just like most of the 
other exhibitions in this gallery that the children and I visit often, year-round. We 
take the elevator from our center and go to the gallery in small groups to engage 
with and discuss sculptures, paintings, digital art, prints, or whatever is being exhib-
ited. By the time they are 5 years old, most of the children have engaged with more 
art than many of the adults I know.

Visiting the art gallery is an important practice during our school days. Looking 
at other artists’ work is an important way to create awareness about choices and 
possibilities in art making. We encounter ourselves in dialogue with artworks and 
learn to imagine and discuss different practices and processes. As we do so, we talk 
about the choices that different artists have made in their artworks, and wonder 
about their materials, entanglements, troubles, joys, interactions, and relationships. 
It is not that an adult in the gallery – or me as the teacher – is telling the children 
about meaning or interpretation, stories, or techniques. On the contrary, we are cre-
ating those meanings together (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011), meanings that are indi-
vidual to each of us and will keep changing over time, in relation to different 
circumstances and across different contexts. Meanings that come in more ways than 
words, and that exist in the movement of our bodies, in our interactions with the 
spaces, and in the marks, objects, and motions that these interactions inspire us to 
make.
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Adult input is not a matter of controlling the situation and telling others what to 
do and how to work. It is also not about completely removing oneself from the situ-
ation either. On the contrary, the act of giving space is an active process. It means 
providing space for questioning and wonder, where a responsible and responsive 
adult can support without governing children’s every move. Stepping back is not a 
passive action, but a conscious and active way of being “a teacher in the midst of the 
experience of [our] own learning self in the making” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 175). This 
means more than performing a dialogue in which a pre-determined style of partici-
pation is required, and where questions and answers promptly follow each other. 
Engaging in acts of deflected and reflected discourse (Cabral, 2016) means that 
direct participation (with words, materials, or whatever it may be) is not the only 
acceptable choice. If answers are not required and an active choice for disengage-
ment is taken as a valid response, adult input also means supporting that choice. In 
the following sections, I discuss stories of interaction with materials, ideas, and 
artworks that make me question my role as an educator and the processes and by- 
products of artistic engagements.

3  “The Lizard Is Hiding”: The Adventure of Keeping Track

Over my years as a studio art teacher and a curator, I have often struggled with my 
own views on the “product-process” battle. How is it that I claim to value process 
and learning over what comes out of them, but one of the high points of our school 
year is a show of products? I have been learning to make sense of this, as I come to 
see meaningful products as representative of meaningful processes, explorations, 
and learning experiences. I have often seen children relating to their artworks as 
tokens of their lived experiences, and valuing them as such. There is no battle 
between product and process if they are both part of an experience that includes the 
making in itself and the physical result of it – when there is one. The physical prod-
uct is a by-product of the experience.

This encompassing approach to product, and consequential stance on the 
product- process dynamic, comes out of my own interpretations and practices of 
observation and documentation. Record-keeping and documentation of what goes 
on in the classroom (whether that be an art classroom or not) are common and long- 
standing practices in early childhood education (Katz & Chard, 1996). Different 
methods and approaches to this have been put into practice and studied, focusing on 
aspects such as play and storytelling (Paley, 1990), literacy (Genishi & Dyson, 
2014), or practices of democracy (Folque, 1999). The Reggio Emilia Approach, for 
example, puts a strong emphasis on documentation practices as tools for reflection, 
more than assessment (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999), by focusing “more 
 intensively on children's experience, memories, thoughts, and ideas in the course of 
their work” (Katz & Chard, 1996, p. 2).

Mouvement de l’École Moderne, for example, in its principles and as adopted in 
different countries (several of them congregated in the Fédération Internationale des 
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Mouvements de l’École Moderne established in 1957), places a strong emphasis on 
children’s practices of documentation amongst its materials and strategies to estab-
lish cooperative and democratic practices in the classroom, as influenced by 
Freinet’s pedagogical ideas (Freinet, 1937, 1992). This Movement has its roots in 
the search for a more humanitarian society after the horrors of World War I, in 
which Freinet himself suffered a serious lung injury. Freinet’s pedagogy is based on 
essential concepts such as work and cooperative learning, in which students learn by 
making and by working in cooperation. Free writing, one of Freinet’s staple meth-
ods, is grounded in documentation: from a young age children are encourage to 
produce their own texts by using a printing press. The children’s recountings of 
whatever matters interest them (such as adventures and misadventures, ponderings, 
news, etc.) would be shared and discussed in the classroom. In Freinet schools of 
our day, documentation by both students and teachers helps with the running of the 
classroom, and is seen, too, as a way for children to develop ownership of classroom 
dynamics and routines (Cabral, 2006).

My own documentation takes many forms – e.g. typed and handwritten notes, as 
well as sketches, photos, videos, audio-recordings, objects, gatherings of objects 
curated as a “constellation of meanings” (Smith, 2012, p. 30). My practice of docu-
mentation focuses mostly on my observations of what I interpret going on around 
me: what I see the children doing and hear them saying; what I say and how I 
respond; how we move our bodies; how we create our own place in the spaces we 
share; which spaces we choose to inhabit or not, and how we do that. It also includes 
observation of which materials we tend to engage with and which ones we tend to 
leave out of our explorations, plus how and why those tendencies seem to occur.

Resisting the disregard for the physical body that Tobin (2004) diagnoses in 
many early child education settings, I aim to listen to more than words, giving equal 
attention to other forms of communication, such as silences, movements, or sounds. 
Like Fincham (2016) and White (2011), I embrace a notion of voice that encom-
passes “any sound, gesture, movement, or word” (White, 2011, p. 64) that is noticed 
and recognized as such. In the context of a “corporeal voice” that Fincham describes 
as “a performance of the body [that] is a site for interpretation and understanding”, 
as part of a “dialogic social exchange” (Fincham, 2016, p. 89), my documentation 
involves listening to much more than words and artifacts.

More than focusing on children’s artworks, I focus on children’s artistic engage-
ment, choices, and practices – which includes more than their physical acts of mak-
ing. Such documentation necessarily includes children’s choices to sit back and 
observe, or not to participate in artistic activities at all. If “the occurrence and the 
non-occurrence of drawing [and other artistic media] are equally important for theo-
rizing” (Pearson, 2001, p. 357), they are also necessarily equally important compo-
nents of a documentation that is focused on children and their practices, as well as 
their modes of engagement and disengagement. Following Pearson’s (2001) ideas 
on drawing as a social practice, instead of merely attending to the products, state-
ments, and actions that are recognized to be part of those practices and engage-
ments, robust documentation should encompass artistic engagement and its 
absentia.
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Focusing on engagement and non-engagement as equally important, legitimate, 
and acceptable choices allows me to write and reflect upon moments in which indi-
vidual children choose not to actively engage with art materials during our time 
together. This leads me to create my own interpretations of how that happens and 
what my role is in this process. This is not because every child necessarily needs to 
play with art, but because it is my job to offer artistic opportunities in adequate 
ways, for that is how each child can truly have the option to choose to take part in 
them or not.

We must not overlook the importance of artistic engagement that is not hands-on 
with materials as an aspect of children’s art experiences. A child may decline to 
touch materials or verbally interact with teachers or peers, yet still have a deep and 
meaningful engagement with art. In my experience (Cabral, 2006), children who at 
first choose only to observe may then become very determined and clear as to how 
exactly they wish to proceed when they are finally ready to physically interact with 
a specific material.

Irrespective of whether active participation happens, involvement in the activity 
may exist well beyond the present moment, outlasting hands-on experience. 
Discussing transitions in early childhood settings, Pacini-Ketchabaw (2012) talks 
about a boy who, after an artistic experience with charcoal in the art studio space, 
was reported by his teachers to have faced difficulties in transitioning back to the 
classroom space and routines. But for this child, she argues, the experience with the 
material was still in the present as opposed to merely a memory that was now behind 
him (p. 226). The intensity with which this child was still living his charcoal experi-
ence, it seems, made it difficult for him to walk with the group and to ignore what 
he was still experiencing.

This raises important points in the discussion of routines and transition to and 
from the artmaking moment or space. Appropriate documentation may help educa-
tors in “preserv[ing] and pay[ing] attention to those moments in which magic inex-
plicably happens” (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2012, p. 228) rather than implementing less 
impactful activities with pre-determined spatial and temporal cutoffs. Such pre- 
determined activities, by virtue of avoiding intense experiences, facilitate straight-
forward docile transitions between places, spaces, and routines. If we recognize that 
“time as an organizational structure does not exist outside of, or regardless, of the 
child’s experience” (Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2012, p. 226), we may better understand the 
need to find strategies that help us think of documentation as a way to help us under-
stand each child’s experience better. Turning our gaze to a broader spectrum of 
moments, entanglements, and instances, we may avoid focusing on self-contained, 
less permeable activities and object production.

Audrey’s painting of a weekend trip—one of her first representational paint-
ings—is another example of how artworks as remnants tied to current/past 
occurences may help children deal with this continuum of experiences in time as 
“things that stay become” (Coleman, 2009; cited by Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2012, 
p. 226). As she selected her tempera easel painting to exhibit in the gallery, Audrey 
verbalized the exact same thing she had voiced when painting it months earlier, fol-
lowed by a new statement: “I went camping in the woods with my mommy and 
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daddy and my brother. I painted the camping with the paints with you.” In this 
instance, Audrey seems to be recalling not only her experiences of the family camp-
ing trip, but also her experience of painting them in a playful occasion that we 
shared in the classroom – indeed living these experiences in the moment that she 
verbalizes them. This recollection allows her to re-live an experience that she states 
to have enjoyed, but may also give new shape to the idea that experiences can be 
represented, communicated, made sense of, created, re-thought and re-lived with 
materials.

Maaria, on the other hand, is reminded of her experience not only by what she 
sees in her artwork, but also by what she does not see. As she shows her collage 
exhibited in the art gallery, Maaria points to a bottle cap glued top-down on the 
paper and emphasizes that the lizard drawn on the bottom side of the bottle cap is 
hiding. Months prior to that, in the morning she created that artwork, Maaria had 
chosen a pink piece of heavy construction paper to collage on. Her friend Heava, 
working beside her, was playing with wood. As they looked around in search for 
additional materials, they headed to the small chest of drawers where small objects 
such as bottle caps are stored. The small metal objects called their attention, and the 
girls played with the bottle caps for a while, chatting about the images printed on 
them—commenting on their colors and shapes, as well as the representations of 
animals, letters, numbers, and objects that they recognized. Maaria was excited 
when she found a bottle cap with a green lizard on it, and played with it for quite 
some time before putting it back, eventually losing track of it. After a while, though, 
Maaria went back to find her lizard, and spent a significant amount of time looking 
for it as she picked up different bottle caps and carefully observed the images that 
they displayed. When she finally found her bottle cap, Maaria decided to put some 
glue on it and paste it onto her pink paper. Showing it to her friend was the next step, 
but she could not see it—she was looking at the inside of the bottle cap, the side that 
was not glued down and had nothing printed on it. Maaria looked puzzled for a 
moment, as she realized what had happened. “The lizard is hiding,” she reasoned, 
making sense of how she had used her materials and created a narrative for her pro-
cess. “I made it hide,” she explained.

The “Hiding lizard” piece became an important object for Maaria, as her mother 
later explained, gaining the status of “sleeping toy,” one of the special things that 
Maaria holds dear and likes to have with her as she falls asleep at night. Even though 
one cannot actually see the lizard, Maaria always refers to the artwork by that name. 
Over time, the idea of a lizard hiding in that collage became a secret language of 
sorts, which referred to a knowledge that was shared between Maaria and her 
friends. In a way, it turned one individual’s experience into an element that was now 
a shared focal point of the group. In this way, this finished artwork seems to repre-
sent more than a stand alone product, serving in addition as a reminder of something 
else, something that is hidden and that is only shared by recalling the process – 
either by the artist herself or by her friends, who are in the know. In the stories of 
Oren and Tom, Costin, Audrey, and Maaria, we see how their artwork often supports 
a recollection of playful interactions with materials – in many ways a record of their 
artistic experiences.
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4  Pablo and His Crayons: On Marks and Making

In the initial process of mark making, agency and consequence are some of the most 
important learnings. This was the case in Pablo’s first interactions with crayons in 
the infant room. I came to the classroom one morning with large pieces of white 
cardboard (to lay on the floor) and a few block crayons (pure beeswax and natural 
coloring crayons shaped as small rectangular blocks that can be safely manipulated 
by young children). I set the papers down, spread a few crayons around, and smiled.

Soon Pablo came to join me and held up a block, playing with it. He played for 
a few minutes—manipulating, mouthing, tossing, and holding the blocks while he 
moved his arms back and forth, as young children often do as they get to know their 
bodies in space. He also pushed over the small block towers I had stacked, asking 
for more, time after time. And that was it for the day. We did this a few more times, 
and at some point Pablo seemed to realize something: the blocks were leaving 
marks on the paper. Every time a crayon block touched the paper it left a mark there. 
Not only that, but he was making that mark happen. Every time that he tossed a 
block or ran it across the paper, Pablo recognized that he was the one making that 
mark happen.

This is a crucial understanding. Like many important things in life, it can be 
learned playfully and organically, in community-supported, self-led explorations. 
When Pablo understands that by his actions the crayons leave a mark on the paper, 
he might soon understand that that same thing happens every time he repeats that 
same action; that crayons in motion, against a surface, make marks, and that to some 
extent he controls those motions and the marks they create. Thus, he makes those 
motions and creates those marks. Making marks on surfaces in “stor[ies] of action” 
(Zurmuehlen, 1990, p. 1), Pablo might begin to understand that his actions have 
consequences, and those colorful marks on the white paper will be there to remind 
him of that.

That semester in the infant room, crayons were not the only art materials Pablo 
played with. He was also a big fan of watercolor and often chose to work with this 
material. He seemed to enjoy the feel of the watery paint as he flipped the small 
containers onto the heavily weighted paper, tapping his hands on the paint-puddles 
he had created on his paper. When we work with watercolors, my youngest students 
have available to them the same painting tools that my graduate students use, such 
as brushes and sponges that are safe, non-toxic, and mouthing-friendly. They also 
sometimes choose to use toys they like or that they are familiar with, such as small 
wood or plastic animals, cars, people, or trains. I place these tools on the table and 
the children reach out for them if they want to.

The children use these tools in different ways as they explore: they chew, manip-
ulate, and squeeze; they tap, swift, and poke; and, at some point, they usually figure 
out that they can use them to dip in paint and transfer that paint onto their paper. 
That morning, Pablo made wide arm motions with his paintbrush in hand. And over 
time, week after week, he seemed to notice what was happening—a different kind 
of mark would emerge, one that was unlike those he had made when he’d tapped his 
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hands or rubbed his wet sponge on the paper, or when he drove his train over the wet 
paint and made his wooden tiger stomp and splash. Even with the same brush he 
could do different things—moving it around, tapping, sliding, or rolling it. Not only 
did he begin to understand that motions make marks, but also he began to recognize 
that different motions make different marks.

When I work with adults with little painting experience, we spend quite a bit of 
time playing around with paints, tools, and marks, just like Pablo does. But Pablo 
seems to find his way through these explorations with little prompting other than the 
situation I set him up with: a safe, non-restrictive, and open-ended environment 
where appropriate art materials are available. Here, Pablo plays.

5  Concluding Thoughts

In these stories we can see how an artwork can keep fulfilling this function as chil-
dren get older, serving not only as the immediate reminder of an action—e.g. I ran 
my painted hand over the paper and now there’s a line there—but also as the mem-
ory of an experience of play and art. The product is a by-product of the experience 
and exists as a memory of the experience as much as an object in itself.

All of which brings us back to the adventure of the Mad King. In Tom and Oren’s 
story, the map became part of the adventure itself, the boys re-designing it as they 
painted what had been a blank piece of packaging paper, now turned into an imagi-
nary map. The colors and marks were re-creating the narrative in a different way, 
adding detail, and prompting new developments and interpretations. The imaginary 
map became a “real-life” map, just like the scissors we used to cut the elevator door 
open. In this case, the mapping of their experience took the shape of an actual map 
that retold and reinvented the story of our adventures in the land of the Mad King. 
Our painting adventure became a social practice that created an “artifactual residue” 
(Pearson, 2001, p. 384) of the experience, shareable with the community. When the 
painted map was later shown in our art exhibition, this artifactual byproduct became 
a trigger for new experiences for visitors and the artists themselves – in some cases 
resulting in more products, others not.

Maaria’s hiding lizard developed an individual experience into shared knowl-
edge about a process—the lizard was there because she had glued it on, and we 
know that because she told us so. Maaria and Heava played with the idea of the 
lizard hiding on the artwork as they made other objects pretend-interact with it 
(“Why are you hiding there, lizard? Have some cake!”). When Maaria shared her 
piece with other children, the understanding that the lizard was indeed hiding there 
reminded her peers of how glue works, and inspired similar play: children played 
with bottle caps as characters, often regardless of what image they did or did not 
have printed on them, face down on their paper, wood, or just placed on the table.

This approach to art is based on experiencing and exploring the world through 
materials as opposed to a more academic approach based on building skills through 
repeated instruction. Through play, skills are built through engagement rather than 
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repetitive drills. Each child will engage with the world differently, so the skills they 
build and develop will be individualized, different from each other, and not always 
predictable – just like the artifactual byproducts they may generate.

As an educator I have to listen and observe carefully to try to understand where 
each child is. This understanding allows me to offer explorations that build on their 
interests in conjunction with skills they are developing, always basing my offering 
on materials and experiences as opposed to pre-determined outcomes and products.

Art, like play, can be a way of thinking things through and of making sense of the 
world and of our roles within it. A way of not only learning different things, but of 
learning things differently (Sullivan, 2014). Sometimes an art experience also results 
in a physical something—be it an object or a painted line—that stays behind in the 
physical world as a mark of that experience, an artifactual byproduct, a physical 
reminder, maybe even a map of that play.
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