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Learning to learn –

research findings
“Individuals who experience and learn about the arts at a 

young age are likelier to reap those benefits over their 

lifetimes” (Wallace Foundation)

It has been proven that the arts are the most natural means 

of engaging with the child in the earliest stages of 

development as an extension of creative play, and that if 

children are not stimulated through experiencing and 

practicing the arts at this young age, then these neural 

pathways atrophy. Children may find it much harder to 

engage with the arts at later stages and harder to develop 

different forms of literacy… 



Learning to learn –

research findings
 Benefits for learners with arts vs only non-arts based 

experiences

 the arts reach learners who are not otherwise being reached

 the arts reach learners in WAYS that they are not otherwise 

being reached 

 the arts connect learners to themselves and each other 

 the arts transform the environment for learning, changing 

school cultures and making space for discovery and creativity 

across the curriculum

 the arts connect learning experiences to the world of real work

From MacArthur Foundation’s “The Champions of Change: the 

impact of the arts on learning” 



Early Childhood Development 

context

Information from annual Child Gauge shows:

 ECD centres failing to reach children in 0-6 bracket 

 84% have NO access to ECD

 Many informal situations – with day mothers/ goggos

with no training in providing stimulating environments



When do we start learning 

how to learn?

 Recent research shows that the first five years of a 

child's life are fundamentally important for the 

development of the child's brain, and the first three 

years are the most critical in shaping the child's brain 

architecture: forging neural pathways.

 Early experiences provide the base for the brain's 

organizational development and functioning 

throughout life. They have a direct impact on how 

children develop learning skills as well as social and 

emotional abilities.



Sensory stimulation theory

75% of what we know, we learn through seeing

13% through hearing

12% through other senses

If more than one sense is stimulated simultaneously, 

greater learning takes place.



Holistic Learning theory

Individual personality consists of many elements 

specifically the intellect, emotions, desire, intuition and 

imagination, and all of these require activation if learning 

is to be more effective. 



Multiple intelligences



The wholeness of the human 

being from birth

Child and childhood specialist Ivar Selmer-Olson lost his 
son at 8 months old. He was told by his doctor: “Please 
remember that he lived a whole life, that his life was 
complete and full of worth.” 

 Selmer-Olson started to realize the concept of very 
young children as “beings,” rather than “becomings,” 
as human entities existing in the present. 

 In order to take art for the very young, seriously, you 
have to be conscious of them as human beings.

-Quoted from Manon van de Water’s text: Theatre, Youth 
and Culture – A Critical and Historical Study



UNESCO CONVENTION ON THE 

RIGHTS OF THE CHILD

 Article 31: the right to rest, leisure, play, 

recreational activities, cultural life and the arts

 To view children as cultural citizens challenges perceptions of 
childhood: What does it mean to be invested with the rights, 
privileges and duties of a citizen? 

 The rights to arts and culture are indivisible from and equal to 
all other rights.

 What is the unique contribution of a child to society? 



PLAY

In my view it is the duty of a child to BE a child, to engage with 
the world around them through the medium most natural to 
children, which is play. 

Play is a child’s work.

The arts are a natural extension of the notion of PLAYING.



History of Theatre for early 

years 

 Roughly 30 years ago in Europe

 From beginning of 21st century, spread more broadly 
through networks like ASSITEJ

 Some of the pioneers in the field:

 La Baracca – Roberto and Valeria Frabetti (1976 onwards)

 Glitterbird project in Norway, Finland, Denmark, France, 
Hungary and Italy/France (2003)

 Small Size European network for the diffusion of the 
performing arts for early childhood (2005 onwards)

 Suzanne Osten (Sweden), Polka Theatre (England), 
Starcatchers (Scotland), EarlyArts (UK)



La Baracca



Baby Drama 



Surprise



What does theatre for the 

very young look like?

 Intimate spaces

 Small audiences (1 – 40)

 Interactive component to the theatre – often both 

before and after



What does theatre for the 

very young look like?

 Technical considerations: e.g. bright lights may irritate 

babies whose skulls are very sensitive

 May take any number of forms: abstract poetry, dance, 

music, exploration of materials, short stories, animation 

of objects and puppetry, storytelling, characterisation, 

multi-disciplinary forms, use of technology

 Performed for children with parents, or children with 

caregivers/teachers



Creators about their theatre

 “Art for the very young should be challenging – they 

have the right to experience the extraordinary, to 

experience powerful, pleasure-giving and challenging 

art” – Selmer Owen

 Françoise Gerbaulet: “I am always deeply surprised by 

the seriousness of infant spectators… Babies do not 

understand, they absorb, the sound of voices, the music 

of words, anxiety, fear, grief, violence, love, they 

absorb them all. Poetry does not require understanding 

from the reader it requires acceptance. Babies are ideal 

spectators.” 



Creators about their music

 “Anything to do with pedagogy or childish cavorting was 

to be avoided. All threatening fears such as, “one 

cannot and should not show such things to the very 

young”, had to be simply shut out. I knew: Whatever we 

find in the process of our work must also be important 

to the three artists and to me; it must have relevance 

to us if we are to bring it to the stage, and it should 

have relevance for everyone, for adults as well.” –

Stephan Rabl, Surprise



Development of Patchwork



Patchwork



Magnet Theatre and SA ECD 

practitioners meets 

Roberto Frabetti



Magnet style: Physical, 

visual theatre



4 teams, 83 creches, 2100 

children under the age of 6



TREE/ BOOM /UMTHI on tour: 

Gugulethu, Khayelitsha, Bloekombos, Langa, 

Nyanga, Vrygrond, Ocean View, Capricorn Park, 

Mitchells Plain, Kraaifontien, Imizamo Yethu





Kinaesethetic Empathy



Engaging care-
givers and 
teachers

Bringing joy





Engaging NGOS:

Nal’ibali and reading





Showcases in SA Theatres



Showcases at Bologna: 

Patchwork and Magnet



Magnet project M&E

5%

37%

58%

Audience Age

0 to 11 months

1 to 3

4 to 6



M&E

39%

8%

51%

1%

1%

Audience Home Language

English

Afrikaans

Isixhosa

Other SA language

Other non-SA language



M&E
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How educators rated the performance (scale of 1 
to 10):



M&E

never
29%

once
16%

a few times
37%

regularly
8%

often
10%

Frequency that Educator watched Theatre:



M&E

65%

35%

0% 0%

Interest in receiving more plays during the year?

yes, definitely

yes

maybe

no



watched and
paid attention

watched and
also repeated or

copied what
they saw

showed positive
body language:

smiling/reaching
/nodding

created
responses in

other children
through their

responses

wanted to play
with or explore
the materials,

props,
instruments or
space during or

after the
performance

None of the children 2 2 1 1 12

Some of the children 13 34 12 16 14

Most of the children 42 20 44 30 22
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Behaviours Displayed by Children during the 
Performances:



“The greatest gift you have given me, an 

adult, is the real understanding that fantasy is 

the direct route to a child’s heart…”


