


Using creative research methods and movement to encourage reflection in children

[bookmark: _GoBack]Reflection is a vital part of learning, and yet in early childhood research work on reflection is most commonly on that undertaken by teachers, and not children. This paper draws from a participatory study showing how creative research methods and somatic movement enabled 22 children aged 4-11 to reflect on their experiences and document their reflections, and reports findings for children aged 4-8. The aim of the research was to encourage the children to reflect deeply on their experiences, and to generate rich data. These data were used at the end of the study to stimulate discussion. The children demonstrated that they were able to reflect and articulate their experiences of the pressure to be right, the processes of journaling and drawing, and reflection itself. The study used a variety of methods including journaling, drawing, mark-making and modelling as part of regular sessions of somatic movement exploration and education over two years within the school day.
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Reflective practice is seen as a vital part of education, necessary for learning (Dewey, 1933). However, it is more commonly associated with educators (Pollard, 2002) than children. This paper shares how a variety of artistic and creative research methods were used to engage young children in reflective practice, and the documentation of their process with a range of creative research methods. The study aimed to explore how children perceived and expressed their sense of embodiment through movement using sessions of somatic movement education (Leigh, 2012). 
Somatic education is ‘the educational field which examines the structure and function of the body as processes of lived experience, perception and consciousness’ (Linden, 1994:1-2). It can incorporate developmental movement patterns, the emotional content present in movement, the physiology of the body and the words in which we speak of and process movement (Bainbridge-Cohen, 1993). One way of looking at somatic movement education is as a process of bringing the moving body into awareness and consciousness, becoming aware of how we feel, our breath, our emotions and grounding them in bodily sensations. This increases our embodied self-awareness, and allows us to be present, mindful and reflexive, and can be a route into developing a reflective practice (Leigh & Bailey, 2013). 
Reflection and reflective practice
There are different understandings of what reflection comprises (O'Sullivan, Tannehill, & Hinchion, 2008; Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993). Similar to critical thinking, it is not something that can be practised in isolation, but instead needs to be done in context. It has to be conscious, and happen in relation to an experience. By reflecting on an experience, it is possible to affect change, by perceiving it differently and changing how we react to similar experiences. Developmental research suggests that “there are age related increases in the highest degree of self-reflection” (Zelazo, 2004:12), and whilst children may be able to reflect, the level at which they can do so is determined by their developmental age, and language ability (ibid). Historically it was accepted that young children do not have the capacity to self-reflect (Flavell, 1977) and traditional research methods with them cemented that view (Robson, 2016). Children from the age of 11 have been shown to have conceptualising abilities that enable them to reflect on their experiences (Biggeri et al, 2006), and children are said to be “capable of understanding and contributing thoughtful opinions” (Biggeri, 2007:197). The importance of children’s perspectives and experiences was not always valued, however the belief that children are able to reflect on experience and have a subtle understanding of them has meant that this is changing (Buhler-Niederberger, 2010).
Children who are given opportunities to practice reflection, increase their ability to do so (Robson, 2016). There is a symbiotic element in that having the opportunity to plan and reflect also helps foster the development of symbolic thought and the ability to represent ideas (Copple, 2003). However, teaching reflectivity is not straightforward. In order to be open to and aware of experience it is necessary to be self-aware (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Embodied or somatic movement practices have a long history of bringing increased self-awareness and associated benefits (Lischetzke & Eid, 2003). This increased self-awareness can then be used as a basis for learning reflective skills (Leigh & Bailey, 2013). Reflecting on being aware of our bodies and emotions can have positive impacts on our ability to learn (Loon & Bell, 2017). It can allow us to process relational and childhood experiences (Russell, 2016). However, what it actually means to reflect and how we go about it are not always clear. Likewise, the relationship between rumination (a negative and mal-adaptive process) and reflection can be conflated, with reflection being the desirable and adaptive form of rumination (Raes & Hermans, 2008).
Reflection and reflective practice have become buzz words within education (Calderhead, 1989), mainly with a focus on increasing teacher or educator awareness of their practice (Parnell, 2011; Salaman et al, 2016; Zulfikar & Mujiburrahman, 2017). One consequence of this work with adults is that reflection is largely associated with the written word. Even in studies aimed specifically at or with children, an assessment of reflective processes is made through written instruments such as questionnaires and the like (Zilka, 2017). Creative and arts based methods can instead be used to draw more specifically on the strengths of children (Blaisdell, Arnott, & Wall, 2018). This study introduced young children, aged 4-11 to a variety of reflective practices, including talking, drawing, mark-making and journaling.
Childhood research and creative methods
Research activities should be fun, enjoyable and varied. Young children’s brains and the ways they process information are different to adults’ (Drury & Fletcher-Watson, 2017). Multi-modal and visual methods are increasingly being used to understand children’s experiences (Darbyshire, Macdougall, & Schiller, 2005; Thomson, 2008). Specific methods such as ‘draw, write and tell’ (Angell, Alexander, & Hunt, 2015) and the mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2001) have been developed in order to capture the voices and experiences of children. An important part of these ideas is that the children need to feel that they are being listened to by the researchers, and to understand that their voices and experiences are seen as valid. Listening is an active process of communication that involves hearing, interpreting and constructing meanings (Clark, 2005). It is not limited to the spoken word, and is necessary for participation. Listening is a dynamic process that is not just the extraction of information from children. It involves them and adults discussing meanings, whilst avoiding giving the children cues or assistance (Irwin & Johnson, 2006). Listening means not trying to guess what the children are saying (Mauthner, 1997). It includes all the different verbal and non-verbal ways in which children communicate. This is where creative research methods can be valuable, as they allow for sharing rich experiences, without exclusively relying on the spoken or written word. 
Creative research methods cover a huge range of different approaches (Kara, 2015). They often incorporate arts-based methods (Leavy, 2015), and are used to ‘disrupt the habitual’ and elicit change and empathy (Lapum et al, 2011:102), explore identity (Gauntlett, 2007), and promote engagement and empowerment of young people (Lyon, 2016). Creative research methods have been described as an enabling methodology (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006). They allow those who find it hard to express themselves, and often reveal more honest and emotional stories than would be captured with more traditional methods (Brown & Leigh, 2019). Creative methods have been widely used in research with children and young people (e.g. Clark, 2011; Coad, 2007; Darbyshire, Macdougall, & Schiller, 2005; Harris et al, 2015). The intention of using them is to capture the voices of the children through playing to their strengths as co-researchers (Irwin & Johnson, 2006).
Method
In order to achieve the aims of the study, children aged 4-11 took part in somatic movement exploration sessions as part of their school day over two years. The study was divided into three phases, with 22 children taking part in total. Some children took part over the whole time, and others only participated for one phase over an academic term. The frequency of sessions varied in each phase, up to once a week over an academic year. The children were mostly in mixed year class groupings. For a detailed description of the phases, groupings and content of the sessions see Leigh (2012). In general the content of the sessions was derived from a mix of the embodied or somatic movement forms in which I have experience; primarily yoga (Pattabhi Jois, 1999), Authentic Movement (Adler, 2002) and Integrative Bodywork and Movement Therapy (Hartley, 1989). Similar movement programmes have been shown to reduce cortisol levels and improve emotion recognition in children (Stueck et al, 2016) and to be of value for children with emotional and behavioural difficulties (Cullen-Powell & Barlow, 1995). 
The research methodology was in keeping with the phenomenological tradition that ‘has taken a step on the path towards an ontology which combines the mind and the body’ (Alerby, 2003:18). Phenomenology is a form of enquiry used to study human activities and experiences (Leder, 1990; Merleau-Ponty, 2002). Phenomenological approaches urge researchers to ‘listen and understand…collaboratively’ (Todorova, 2011:37). As such, it aligns with the ethos and approach of somatic education.
The methodology was designed to be enjoyable, and to ensure that the children were recognised as the real experts of their lives (Pearce & Bailey, 2010). The emphasis throughout was that the children’s own perceptions were valuable, and that there were no ‘right’ answers (Punch, 2002), however, as will be seen in the findings, some of the children struggled with this aspect. 
In each session the children were given time and space to explore their own sense of being embodied and what they were experiencing. They were given specific instructions and tasks designed to help them learn how to reflect and think about what they were feeling and how and where they felt it. For example, in a session exploring emotions, they might be asked to show me what happy looked like, and then reflect on where they felt that within their body, what it felt like, and what they imagined when they were feeling it. They were encouraged to use art materials throughout the sessions, and share with their peers at appropriate times. In every session each child had time and space to journal, mark-make or draw either at designated points or throughout the session. In order to minimise issues of conflict over materials, I ensured that all the children had access to pencils, oil pastels and high-quality paper. The quality of the materials was important, as it differentiated the work from that of ‘ordinary’ class materials and encouraged them to participate (Coad, 2007). Drawing and mark-making were used as an ‘avenue for young children to express their views and experiences’ (Clark, 2005). The act of creating a drawing can be seen as a process of learning and research (Hay & Pitchford, 2016). These methods provided a way of allowing the children to reflect, to express themselves and allow their experiences and voices to be heard.
Ethical considerations
Ethical considerations are extremely important when working with children (Einarsdottir, 2007). Participatory research of this kind has its own particular ethical issues as young children are used to doing what they are told by adults, particularly in an educational context (Punch, 2002). Throughout the study I followed the professional and ethical guidelines of my professional bodies (BWoY, ISMETA), ensuring that I had full insurance, and attended regular supervision sessions.
A full ethical approval process through the University Research Ethics Committee was completed before the sessions started. Gaining consent on behalf of and assent from children has its own considerations (Jago & Bailey, 2001). There is an implicit compulsion that the children and their parents will assent to participation as the sessions took place within a school day. For this study written consent was gained from the school governors, the parents of the children at the beginning of each research phase, and verbal assent and consent from the children on an on-going basis. I told the children that their drawings, photographs, marks or words were to help me understand what they thought and experienced, and that everything they did was important. They knew that I would use their work in my own work, and that it would be shared with other people interested in what they experienced and thought, but that they would not be identified (even though some wanted to be!). 
Data and analysis
The data included observational field notes, drawings, journaling and mark-making, photographs of and by the children from the sessions, my reflective journal and interviews with some of the children after the end of the study. The data were collected and analysed from a participatory and phenomenological perspective. This means that the children’s own perceptions and experiences were foregrounded. The themes reported here arose from their words and thoughts as they reflected on their own reflections. The findings are in narrative form, and include verbatim quotes from the children, and some of the images created. When it came to analysis of the drawings, they were considered as artefacts in their own right (Latour, 1999) as well as a mode of or stimulus for reflection, and were analysed for the hidden contours of material sense and affective feeling. The interviews were analysed in part using the qualitative software package NVivo. The data were also analysed by hand, which practically resulted in sifting ever-changing piles of drawings, images, highlighted text and models. This allowed for the ‘analytic imagination’ which lies at the heart of the craft of interpreting data (James, 2012). All quotations have been anonymised.
Findings
This paper is focused on understanding how the children learned to reflect and generated rich data detailing their experiences through a variety of creative methods. The findings have been organised into four broad themes; the idea of getting things right, the experiences of journaling and drawing in the sessions, and lastly the experience of reflecting on their reflections.
‘Getting it right’
Throughout the study I emphasised to the children that there were no wrong or right answers to the questions I asked. We shared ‘circle’ time in every session, where everyone had an opportunity to move or speak, and their contribution, no matter what it was, would be applauded. This ethos of acceptance and non-judgement is fundamental to person-centred therapeutic approaches (Rogers, 1967) and early years approaches such as Reggio Emilia, and is seen as vital in encouraging children to reflect (Copple, 2003). This created a feeling of celebration and acceptance. However, the issue of ‘getting it right’, and the impact of a child’s need or desire to please an adult remained a consideration. It was spoken of by one child when she came to talk about her experiences. 
‘I felt excited and nervous and I thought that I could get it right or I could get it wrong’. (E age 7)
After further questioning, and mostly with reference to drawing, which was what she had remembered doing most, E said ‘I thought it was right when I had to draw my face...I thought it was going to be wrong when I didn't draw my body right’. This ties in to the idea that children who do not perceive themselves to be good at drawing will feel constrained when asked to draw (Buckingham, 2009). The children were never told to draw anything in particular, instead they were offered materials and told they could use them how they wanted. E. was the only child that mentioned that she thought that there was a need to do things right, though she may not have been the only child who felt that way. In contrast, many children spoke of the freedom that they had to choose, say, or draw what they wanted.
‘It’s pretty fun because you do whatever you want, no-one can tell you what to do and that, you can do whatever you want to do, really.’ (C. age 6)
It seemed that the majority of the children were assured that their experiences were valid, and accepted. 
I was present in the children’s environment over two years. As such, I could be seen to have ‘trusted adult’ status. This allowed the children to explore the work and express themselves freely, maybe more so than they would with an ‘unknown adult’ (Irwin & Johnson, 2006). I needed to allow the students to trust me enough to say what they felt and thought, and not what they thought was the ‘right’ answer or what I wanted to hear. The children’s reflections showed that the effort I took to reinforce their own authority went a long way towards achieving this, that their experiences, thoughts and feelings were valid.
Journaling
The journaling within the sessions combined writing and drawing, and the children were given time to journal without direction. Some chose to describe their movement, or how they felt when they moved, or stayed still. I noted ‘some of the children (particularly the older ones) are very willing to participate in the ‘journaling’ aspect of exploring themes, their feelings, thoughts and movement through writing and art’ (Field Notes). However, the youngest children also chose to write descriptively, either annotating their drawings, or as journal entries. For example, P., age 4, described his movement in words ‘I spin a round (sic)’. D., age 6, chose to draw a picture of himself balancing, and wrote how he felt when he balanced, ‘It’s quit esey and some timse its quit hard (sic).’ This shows the children were using language (in addition to drawings) to shape their reflections (Zelazo, 2004).
The children were encouraged to write about how they felt in addition to describing movement as part of a process of gaining awareness about their state of mind and physical self. This included stating how easy or hard they found aspects of the work. Becoming aware of their state of mind, and beginning the process of reflecting on it, allowed them the choice of changing that state. Awareness and acceptance are necessary precursors to change within the framework of somatic movement education (Hartley, 1989). The participants were using words and pictures to describe their embodied experiences and to thus place verbal definitions on them (Pink, 2009). 
Although this aspect of the work was most eagerly accepted by the oldest participants, some of the younger children also enjoyed journaling. One girl, aged 4 at the beginning of the sessions, and 6 by the end, said the following in her interview about journaling and communicating about and around the work.
‘That was fun because you really get to explain your feelings and stuff….And, sometimes it’s really hard to talk about your feelings, so it’s easier just to write them down, because you can- when you write it down you can rub it out and do it again if you don’t think that’s right, but when you’re talking, you’re saying no, but- well, yes. They know you’ve already said it….Well, again it’s hard, sometimes it’s hard to say, like I felt like this, because feelings are very complex, but it’s also nice to share with other people how you feel.’ (S. age 6)
The ability this young girl had to elucidate on what it meant to be able to express herself on paper and to take the time to reflect on her words to ensure that she was writing and communicating exactly what she meant to, demonstrated that she was using the process to reflect on her experiences. She also commented on how the medium in which reflections are shared alters the experience of sharing. There is a difference in reflecting with others (i.e. talking through the process of reflection) and sharing thoughts already gathered together in the form of writing.
Journaling has been used as a technique to help build rapport with older children during interviews (Spratling, Coke, & Minick, 2012), and to increase the emotional intelligence of early-years teachers (Kremenitzer, 2005). Journaling often forms part of reflective or reflexive practices for health practitioners, educators and therapists. As adults it can allow us to process and work through experiences from our childhood (Russell, 2016). These data show that children as young as 4 are able to use language and forms of journaling in order to reflect on and process their experiences.
Drawing
Drawing definitely appealed to some of the children. The lack of emphasis on language allowed those who were younger, or those more comfortable expressing themselves creatively, to take part and to reflect on their experiences (Driessnack, 2005). We know that children as young as 3 are able to understand, recognise and express emotions through drawings (Misailidi & Bonoti, 2008). Art has a history of being used therapeutically (Cox et al, 2010) and as a method of reflexivity (Lahman et al, 2010). Artistic representations can be used to increase empathy (Lapum et al, 2011). Young people who perceive themselves to be ‘good’ at drawing or art may be attracted to using these media (Lyon, 2016). 
One 8-year-old girl drew the following after a session on emotions and how we move and feel them in our bodies. She used imagery of weather, and vivid colours to express how she felt as emotions moved through her body. The colours are strikingly bold, with the use of red inside her body, and large bold yellow zigzags of lightening above a grey cloud and blue dashes of rain. She drew her features, her hair and eyes, in heavily and her arms are raised almost hiding her face, as though she is hiding from the violence of her emotional storm. 
[insert Figure 1 here]

In the interviews, the children were shown their drawings and artifacts to stimulate discussion. Similar processes have been used with interviews allowing children to share the meanings of their drawings (Mizen & Ofusu-Kusi, 2010). M. spoke about drawing in the sessions as she reflected on the work over the previous year. At the time of the interview M. was 6 years old, although for much of the work she had been 4 or 5. This extract came at the end of the interview, after we had talked about writing and drawing and how it felt to move.
‘Me:	Do you think looking back and remembering all of those months ago what you would have liked to have done more of?
M.:	More pictures.
Me:	More pictures. Do you like drawing pictures? Do you like drawing pictures about moving and what it feels like to move?
M.:	Yeah.
Me:	Why do you like drawing pictures like that?
M.:	Because it’s fun doing that.
Me:	Why is it fun drawing?
M.:	Because it’s all colourful and I like colouring in the picture…
Me:	Okay, so when you draw pictures of you how you feel when you move, you like drawing them all colourful?  
M:	Yes.
Me:	Is that how you feel when you move?
M.:	Yes.
Me:	You feel colourful when you move?
M.:	Yes.’ (M. age 6)
The association of colour with movement by M., may have been triggered by the use of vibrant oil pastels to draw within the sessions, or conversely, she may have expressed her enjoyment of using colours because of her internal experience of moving.
The children in the study were able to use the art materials and the non-directed time to journal or draw in order to reflect on their experiences and process the emotional work from the sessions. For some, the space and opportunity to express themselves in this way stood out as one of the highlights of their participation in the sessions. The drawings created varied from annotated figures describing movement and thoughts, to evocative images and artefacts. This variation shows the ways they processed their experiences, and how they used drawing in different ways to model and express themselves (Hay & Pitchford, 2016).
Reflecting on reflection
Few studies include child participants at the data analysis stages (Pinter & Zandian, 2015). In this study, the children were invited to reflect on their experiences. Their own drawings, journals and the like were used as adjuncts to interviews, to stimulate the conversation and prompt them to explore their own meaning making. This allowed the children to express how they felt about the process of reflecting as well as the experience of participating in the sessions.
I asked all the children how they felt about being asked to communicate and reflect through writing and drawing – they reflected on what it felt like, and how it was to look back on work from when they were younger, sharing how the reflection made them feel. Many of the children said that it was important to share how they felt with others. Reflection was not a self-absorbed activity, but one that gained more meaning in context of the relationships of those around them. The children spoke about how practice and experience of reflecting through journaling and drawing made the process easier over time, and this idea is echoed by Robson (2016). Familiarity with the concept may have allowed the children to gain some of the positive benefits of an embodied reflective practice, similar to those experienced by practitioners (Smears, 2009). It must be considered, however, that over the time of the study all the children grew older and matured developmentally, and this was another reason why the reflective process became easier (Zelazo, 2004). 
Writing and drawing were not the only way that the children were able to communicate their experiences of embodiment. The children’s reflections through journaling, speaking, drawing and moving showed that they used their embodied self-awareness to make sense of what they were experiencing and feeling, and their reflections on these reflections show clearly that even the youngest children were aware of what they were doing and how it made them feel to have time and space to reflect.
Discussion
Given the developmental nature of self-reflection in childhood (Zelazo, 2004), the challenges around teaching reflection (Leigh & Bailey, 2013) and the need for children to practice in order to improve at it (Robson, 2016), researchers must be careful that they do not make assumptions about a child’s capabilities. We need to be clear about the assumptions we make about childhood that inform our approach, methods and data analysis. Children are not mini-adults, and should not be treated as such. They have their own competencies, and it is possible to develop innovative and adaptive methods that play to their strengths (Fargas-Malet, 2010). Research methods that position children as active agents such as the participatory methods shown here, tend to orientate themselves to the strengths of children and draw out their voices and experiences whilst capturing their individual views (Harris et al, 2015). By choosing research methods carefully, we may be able to negate the impetus children feel to ‘get things right’. However, children may be vulnerable to suggestibility and influenced by the status of the researcher (Greene & Hogan, 2005). This may be particularly evident if the children perceive the researcher to have the role of or equivalent to a teacher as in this study (Greig & Taylor, 1999). Ideally, prior to the start of a project one would develop rapport, and gain trust to allow a fuller disclosure of information (Irwin & Johnson, 2006). In this study I had formed a relationship with the school over several years. My presence could be interpreted as one of authority which may have affected the children’s perceptions (Pearce & Bailey, 2011). They may have felt pressure to ‘say what they think adults want them to say’ (Fargas-Malet et al, 2010). 
Using creative methods facilitated this study on several levels. The use of journaling and drawing (among other methods) allowed the children to truly participate within the research and know that their voices were heard and valued even when they struggled to speak or write words that expressed their thoughts. The multi-modal approach ensured there was a mode of communication open to them, be it through sharing with their peers, taking photographs, drawing, talking, or writing. This helped them to process and record their experiences, aiding their development of embodied self-awareness, maintaining a sense of fun and play and enjoyment. As a means of research, it generated a varied and rich range of data that allowed me to document and analyse their experiences. The creative approach facilitated not only the process of developing self-awareness, but also the process of reflection 
This paper shows how children as young as 4 were able to use these creative approaches to help them reflect on their experiences. The examples given show how children reflected in sessions of somatic movement, and then reflected on those reflections – reflecting about the very process of reflection. The sessions were designed to enhance their expression of their sense of embodiment. They were invited to increase their embodied self-awareness and to become more mindful about themselves, about how they perceived and experienced their inner self and the workings of their body, about how they moved through and interacted with the world around them. 
Reflection was a part of that process, and fed into that process. The children demonstrated clearly that they were able to reflect through the ways in which they journaled, drew and spoke about their experiences within and then after the sessions. Reflection was an integral component of increasing embodied self-awareness. They were given time and space to reflect in every session. They did this through sharing in a group and individually by way of writing, drawing, model making and talking. The children reflected on the elements that they wanted to share. In the interviews they were given the chance to look back through their work and reflect on their experiences as a whole. The children appeared to develop their ability to reflect, be mindful, and express what they were reflecting on in an embodied way over time. They appeared to gain insight into their embodied experience. That is they used their embodied self-awareness linked in with their ability to reflect on emotions, experiences and events in their lives. 
Previous work from this study showed how the children began to be aware of how they felt when they moved, physically and emotionally (Leigh, 2017). They were able to express and share these feelings and articulate them, as well as show empathy towards others based on seen movements and expressions, for example by being careful of how others might be feeling, and how their own actions might impact on their peers (ibid). This mindful awareness increased the amount of data they had available to reflect on and process, introducing them to a form of embodied reflective practice (Leigh & Bailey, 2013). By remaining open not only to their own interpretation of the world, but also those of others, they were more able to be aware of the perspectives of others, increase their empathy (Cromby, 2011; Sheets-Johnstone, 2010) and to become more aware of and self-regulate their emotions (Leigh, 2017).
Journaling, mark-making and speaking, drawing and moving may have allowed the children to begin to develop a reflective practice (Punch, 2002). Through these reflective practices they were able to show how they used their embodied self-awareness to make sense of what they were experiencing and feeling. The children were able to reflect on the experience of reflecting and the value that it had for them. Although the oldest children appeared to journal and write most frequently, even the youngest ones in the study seemed able to reflect on and express their experiences. The children demonstrated that they were able to use the sense of embodied self-awareness developed within the movement sessions to reflect on their emotions, their experiences and even the process of reflecting. The creative approach not only allowed the children to generate rich data that expressed their experiences, but also helped to facilitate their ability to reflect on, process, and learn from their experiences. 
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