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A Hundred Ways of Marvelling:
A Journey With Clay
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Program entered a three-year journey with clay

that gave many insights on the possibilities mate-
rial can present when lived with for long periods of
time. This article is a glimpse of these findings at our
Kids World School Age Program.

T he Frog Hollow Neighbourhood House Children’s

Clay has always been a challenging material in our pro-
grams, especially for our older children. Many children
and adults find the cold, slimy clay to be too uncom-
fortable to touch. On the other hand, clay is a beautiful
material. Humans have played and worked with clay
for thousands of years—it is a part of nature, flexible
in many ways.

Initial Invitations

Our journey with clay at Kids World began in 2016
when we started by presenting small amounts of clay on
individual trays with a selection of tools in the middle
of the table. For several years, the results of our invita-
tions were the same: a few children would get engaged
with clay—usually the same children every day, who
were creative, expressive, and many of them skillful.

Changing Our Image of the Clay

Reflecting on our two-year journey with clay, we con-
tinued to wonder what was limiting our explorations.

We began to rethink our own image of the clay. We
asked ourselves: What is the nature of clay? How does
clay interact with its own elements and its surround-
ings? What is our relationship with clay?

Inviting Clay to Our Space

We realized that clay was not a limiting material in
nature. Clay is a material with many different charac-
teristics. It can be stiff, soft, dense, and runny. It can
pile up, slipper down, dry, or live for a very long time.
It can be manipulated by individuals or large groups
of people. Perhaps our presentation of clay (on table
and in individual trays) was a cause for the limiting
experiences we were witnessing.

Thinking about the elements of clay, we presented clay
and water on the floor. As we observed, we immedi-
ately noticed something different emerging. A group
of children started making a waterfall with clay—a
common “product” rather than an individual one. The
group spent a long time with clay, adding water to it
and discussing its different shapes and characteristics.
There was a sense of collaboration and community—
something we had not witnessed before.

One matter that interested us was the size of clay that
was provided. We realized that clay was a sensorial
material; quite engaged with the skin. Children are
very sensible beings. They like to explore things with
all senses and all their body. Perhaps the small sizes of
clay provided were not sufficient for children to fully
experience it.

We started to put large amounts of clay on low tables or
on the floor for children to explore, and this changed
everything. For five months what we witnessed of the
way children interacted with the clay was something we
never imagined we would see or experience.

Collaboration and Sharing Theories

Presenting clay in large amounts created an atmosphere
and a culture of collaboration with the children. Their
curiosity was awakened by this magical material, and
they felt comfortable sharing their ideas and adopting
the ideas of others.

Conversations About Clay

Educator: “Kiyo, I've noticed that you work with
clay every day—alone or with other children.
What it is about clay that engages you?”

Kiyo: “I like clay because when | have a plan in my
head, | can make it with clay. | like to be creative. Clay
isin my hands, and | can do whatever | want with it.”
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Living with clay for a long period of time, having it acces-
sible to the whole body, and feeling it with all the senses
created an inclusive space for everyone. The children
would make prints in the clay, walk on the clay and then
make prints with their feet, and create clay gloves.

As we grew with clay, we (the educators) also became
more in tune with children’s theories. Living with clay
for a long period of time, having it accessible to the
whole body, and feeling it with all the senses created an
inclusive space for everyone. More than ever, children
came together to play, problem-solve, and explore.

Emerging Explorations

Living with clay gave us the opportunity to explore many
different scientific, artistic, and mathematical aspects.
These emerging explorations show the potential of such
rich material when understood well. Children used it
to explore sound, weight, balance, prints, and angles.

Culture of Clay

Living with clay created a unique culture of noticing and
caring that generated its own language and vocabulary.

The children created tall structures with the clay, and it
became an experiment with balance. Living with clay
gave us the opportunity to explore many different scien-
tific, artistic, and mathematical aspects.
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Having the clay available for such a long time inspired the children came together to play, problem-solve, and explore.

Children started to invent a clay vocabulary. They would
say things like “clay land,” “clay island” or “clay shoes”
This was interesting as we experienced this at our Noot-
ka School Age Program as well. Children would “make”
different kinds of clay and would call them different
things, like “superclay” or “mother earth clay”

Children also started to use clay to write with. They
created writings on clay using other materials or using
clay itself to create letters and writings.

Clay created a culture of joy and freedom among the
children, who would jump, roll, and play on it joyfully.
They would sing songs and dance while covered in clay.

One of the most interesting things for us to witness was
the creation of a culture of care at our Kids World and
Nootka programs. As the children saw us care for the
clay, wrapping it carefully in wet towels, placing it in
closed containers, keeping it fresh, and setting it up in
beautiful surroundings, they began to shape a caring
culture for clay.

Children talked about clay with a special love, telling us
that it was special to them. They would notice when it
was not around or when it was in a different spot. When
pieces of clay dried out, we would use their vocabulary
to express our feelings. We would say that we should
bring clay back to life, make it soft again, because we
love clay, because it makes us happy. This gave us the
opportunity to enter their world and their culture, and
invited them to enter ours. The children would join us
in caring for clay, keeping it soft and storing it properly
overnight.

The Role of Educators: Deconstructing
and Constructing the Image of Clay

We knew from the beginning that clay was going to
be a challenging language for us to explore as educa-
tors—our fear of “having to be creative” and “having
to create” posed challenges.

It was when we started to treat clay differently that we
began to see its different potentials and personalities.
This was also when we began to share this new image
with the children—not only with words but also with
our invitations and actions.

Conversations About Clay
Educator: “It looks like the buildings are ruined.”
Alex: “Maybe the buildings we not strong enough.”

Educator: “I wonder if there is a better shape for
building? We noticed last week that the bird made
its nest circular ... | wonder if they know something
| don't?”

Zoe:"People mostly build squares.”
Morgan:“Some people build igloos, they are round.”

Educator:“What other shapes do animals build their
homes?”

Morgan: “Bears live in a cave. It's sort of like a half
circle!
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Reflection

As we explored the idea of living with materials,
rather than producing with them, we decided to
watch and see if the children’s play or creations
change, and how.

We have also noticed that children’s creations usually
include a community concept.

Perhaps the most beautiful and most important
note is the children’s discovery of creativity is the
presentation of group work and the power of col-
laborative leadership.

—Shahla Nazari

Reflection and Revisiting

As with all other explorations, we found it absolutely
essential to reflect on the children’s work with clay, to
gather our observations and reflections, and to share
these reflections with children and their families. Re-
visiting our previous explorations became an important
part of our journey. Photos of children’s play was printed
and posted on the walls or the floor close to the clay
and educators took opportunities to review the photos
with children and reflect on them.

We noticed that the children enjoyed looking at the
photos, reflecting on them individually or collectively.
This led us to print larger photos and have them avail-
able at all times.

Invitations and Interactions

It is clear to us that the way we offered clay to children
made a big difference in how they interacted with it.
Offering clay in large amounts and on lower surfaces
created a more intimate relationship between children
and clay, promoting gross motor explorations and at
the same time a very sensory-oriented, affectionate
way of exploration.

As educators, we communicated our intentions, ideas,
and questions through the invitations we prepared for
children. It was also quite obvious to see that the chil-
dren were much more drawn to clay when educators
got involved with it. The role of educators as co-learners
became very clear to us during our journey with clay.

Shahla Nazari is an early childhood educator inspired
by the Reggio Emilia approach. She brings curiosity and

wonders of the material and the world around us to
her work with children. As the director of Frog
Hollow’s  Reggio-Inspired  Learning  Centre,
Maryam Naddaf works closely with educators and
children in the process of curriculum design.
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